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Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got are highly related since both 
verbs express the semantic notion of possession and occur in creoles that share the same 
substrate but different lexifiers. Structurally, the common substrate of Baba Malay and 
Singapore Colloquial English is Hokkien, while the lexifiers are Malay and British 
English respectively. Sociologically, Baba Malay had been perceived by its speakers as a 
prestigious variant of Malay in its heyday, while Singapore Colloquial English is viewed 
by its speakers as being inferior to standard English.  
Both Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got manifest lexical and 
grammatical features of their substrate counterpart, Hokkien u. However, while all 
features of Hokkien u are transferred over to Baba Malay ada during relexification, the 
same cannot be said of Singapore Colloquial English got. Essentially Singapore 
Colloquial English got is unable to express the progressive, and rarely used to express the 
perfective, as opposed to Hokkien u and Baba Malay ada. This paper attempts to explain 
the first phenomenon, using the concept of a lexifier filter that constrains systemic 
transfer – all features that are transferred from the substrate to the contact language must 
be harmonic with the morphosyntactic properties of the lexifier form. The progressive 
feature of Hokkien u does not find exponence in Singapore Colloquial English got 
because it is not compatible with the perfective morphosyntactic form of the lexifier 
equivalent, British English got. The same lexifier filter does not apply to Baba Malay 
which has a different lexifier, and all features of Hokkien u are transferred over to Baba 
Malay ada.  
In addition, an investigation of the usage profiles of Baba Malay ada and 
Singapore Colloquial English got shows that although the perfective aspect of Hokkien u 
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had been transferred over to both creole forms, the transfer had not taken place uniformly. 
Baba Malay ada is much more frequently used to express the perfective aspect than 
Singapore Colloquial English. This phenomenon can be accounted for by the notion of 
prestige. As opposed to Baba Malay speakers who had perceived their language as being 
prestigious, Singapore Colloquial English speakers do not have this perception of their 
own language, and prefer to use standard English forms to express the perfective aspect 
since it is also available to them. Usage of this got feature, which had been derived solely 
from the substrate, would otherwise mark the speakers distinctively as Singapore 
Colloquial English speakers.  
This comparative study primarily demonstrates the lexifier effect in creole 
formation, and extends from this, an investigation of how the notion of prestige can affect 











1.1 Socio-historical background of Singapore  
Singapore is a small island state in Southeast Asia with a population of close to 5 
million people (Singapore Department of Statistics: 2008). As of 2001, the population 
comprised 76.8% Chinese, 13.9% Malay, 7.9% Indian and 1.4% persons of other races 
(Leow 2001). The language of administration and medium of education is English. 
Besides English, the other official languages are Mandarin, Malay and Tamil. The 
Singapore government recognizes these languages to be the respective ‘mother tongues’ 
of the Chinese, Malays and Indians. Other Chinese dialects such as Hokkien, Cantonese 
and Hakka, as well as Indian dialects are also spoken. Since its colonial days, Singapore 
has always been strategically positioned as a major hub for trade and commerce among 
other fields, bringing about extensive contact between people of diverse ethnic and also 
linguistic backgrounds.  
A defining moment in modern Singapore history was in 1819 during which the 
British colonized Singapore and took over leadership from the Johore Empire (Turnbull 
1989). Then, Singapore’s population of an estimated 1,000 inhabitants comprised mostly 
indigenous people, 20 - 30 Malays and a similar number of Chinese (Turnbull 1989). 
However, with Singapore designated as a cosmopolitan trading post by the British, it 
soon became a popular destination for Chinese and Malay immigrants bent on finding a 
livelihood. The Chinese and Malay population quickly rose to outnumber that of the 
indigenous population. By 1821, the total population of 5,000 inhabitants, comprised 
nearly 3,000 Malays and more than 1,000 Chinese (Turnbull 1989). Other significantly 
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smaller groups of people who came to Singapore for similar reasons were the “Indians, 
Arabs, Armenians, Europeans, Eurasians, and other minorit[ies]” (Turnbull 1989: 13). 
Amongst these groups of migrants, the Chinese grew most rapidly. By 1867, they 
“constituted 65 per cent of the population, numbering 55,000” (Turnbull 1989: 36).  
Notably, most of the Chinese in 19th century Singapore were of Hokkien decent, 
originating from Amoy, in the southeastern part of the Fujian province of in China. These 
Hokkiens “dominated Singapore’s commercial life from the beginning” (Turnbull 1989: 
36). Undoubtedly, the Hokkien language that these immigrants brought along with them 
was widely spoken in colonial Singapore. Alongside Hokkien, the other dominant 
languages in 19th century Singapore were Malay and British English. Although the Malay 
community had lost “its position of predominance” to the Chinese (Turnbull 1989: 37), 
the Malay language was still used as an official language of administration in Singapore, 
on top of being spoken within the Malay community. This was due to the fact that the 
original Malay rulers of Singapore continued to be “admitted judicial authority” 
(Turnbull 1989: 16). This was a strategic move on the part of the British who required 
full cooperation from the influential Malay chiefs (Turnbull 1989). In addition, the British 
colonizers naturally spoke British English. Out of this miscellany of languages, contact 
languages such as Singapore Colloquial English emerged. Other contact languages such 
as Baba Malay flourished.  
1.2 Contact Languages in Singapore  
 The following section expands upon the formation of Baba Malay and Singapore 
Colloquial English. While Singapore Colloquial English was formed in Singapore, Baba 
Malay began in Malacca, and was brought to Singapore by its speakers in the 19th 
century.   
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1.2.1 Baba Malay  
What gave rise to Baba Malay was the intermarriage between Chinese and Malay. 
This had begun as early as the 17th century (Gwee 2006). In those days, Malacca, which 
is 150 kilometres north of Singapore, was a favoured trading post amongst male Fujian 
traders who spoke Hokkien. Some of these traders married indigenous Malay spouses 
(Gwee 2006, Tan 1979). The descendents of these men and women are referred to as the 
Peranakans or Straits-born Chinese. The male descendents are known as Babas, and the 
females, Nyonyas. The home language formed through Hokkien- Malay contact is Baba 
Malay (also known as Peranakan Malay). Outside of the home domain, Baba Malay 
became the “dialect of commerce as well as the lingua franca for interethnic interaction in 
Malaya” (Tan 1979: 114). Peranakans began to migrate from Malacca to Singapore in the 
19th century as trading in the new colony gained momentum (Lee 2000). They brought 
along with them Baba Malay. 
 Structurally, Thomason (2001: 161) states that Baba Malay is a two-language 
creole, which derived its lexical component from Malay and its grammatical component 
from Hokkien. Sociologically, Baba Malay has native language status and is used in the 
home domain. In its heyday, Baba Malay was considered to be a prestigious language by 
its speakers. Peranakans perceived their language to be that of “the refined and wealthy 
class of Malay- speaking Chinese” and disdained pure Malay, “calling it Malayu hutan – 
the language of the jungle” (Shellabear 1913: 156, italics in original). This view 
contrasted with that of others “[who] considered it as not proper Malay” (Tan 1979: 114).   
At the time of writing, Baba Malay is endangered (Pakir 1991). It became 
exclusively a home language in the post-colonial era since it was no longer required for 
the purpose of trade. In the home domain, language shift has also taken place. Younger 
Peranakans no longer speak the language at home (Chia 1983), preferring to use 
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Singapore Colloquial English instead. It is therefore unsurprising that Baba Malay has 
become endangered. In terms of scholarship, the grammar of Baba Malay is not as well 
recorded as that of Singapore Colloquial English. There are only a few theses written on 
the topic (see Lee 2000, Thurgood 1998, Pakir 1986).  
1.2.2 Singapore Colloquial English  
While Baba Malay dates from the pre-colonial era, Singapore Colloquial English 
has its roots in the colonial period.  
Singapore Colloquial English is regarded by some as a new variety of English 
(Winford 2003).  The lexical component of Singapore Colloquial English derives from 
British English. Exactly when and how the Singapore population was exposed to British 
English is a source of contention. Some researchers take the stance that the island’s 
inhabitants had little contact with their colonizers, and only encountered British English 
extensively in the early and mid 1900s when English medium education became popular 
(see Lim et al 2004, Ho and Platt 1993). Ho and Platt explicitly state that Singapore 
Colloquial English “developed from the beginning through the medium of education, the 
English- medium education” (1993: 1). It should be noted that even though Singapore is 
no longer a colony, the English that is used here for education still tends to follow British 
conventions, such as its rules for spelling. The English- medium education system has 
also become the main mode of education in modern Singapore. While I do not contend 
with the notion that English- medium education had a role to play in the emergence of 
Singapore Colloquial English, the fact is that before the initiation of English- medium 
education, the British did have to communicate with the other migrants who were in 
Singapore for the purpose of trade. It is only reasonable that the compounding of both 
factors led to the development of Singapore Colloquial English.  
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Whether English was encountered in trade or at school, what is common is that 
these speakers who had a role to play in the formation of Singapore Colloquial English 
spoke Hokkien extensively (see 1.1). The vernacular variety of Singapore English that 
developed thus shows substantial Hokkien influence (Deterding 2007). More specifically, 
this creole that had originated in colonial Singapore comprises a British English lexifier, 
and a Hokkien substrate.   
The grammatical description of Singapore Colloquial English has been the topic of 
many volumes (see Ho and Platt 1993, Lim et al 2004, Deterding 2007). Although 
English in Singapore is viewed by some as a “range of Englishes” (Gupta 1995: 2) or as a 
continuum ranging from a basilect to an acrolect (Ho and Platt 1993), researchers such as 
Gupta claim that there are two distinct varieties of English. Singapore Colloquial English, 
which is usually identified as the Low variety in a diglossic situation (Foley et al 1988), is 
still widely spoken up till today, existing alongside the High variety, Standard Singapore 
English. Inevitably, Singapore Colloquial English is often viewed as a substandard, 
corrupted form of English by the masses, and its use is discouraged by the Singapore 
government (Crystal 2002: 296).  
Structurally, the two contact languages, which have been introduced, share the 
same substrate, Hokkien, but different lexifiers. The lexifier of Baba Malay is Malay and 
the lexifier of Singapore Colloquial English is British English. Sociologically, both 
contact languages were formed by speakers who had unimpeded access to both substrate 
and lexifier. However, Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English differ in status – 
speakers of Baba Malay had deemed Baba Malay to be a prestigious dialect of Malay; 
speakers of Singapore Colloquial English do not view Singapore Colloquial English to be 
a prestigious variant of English. The following section introduces two semantically 
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related lexemes from these two contact languages, and puts forth a primary conundrum 
that this paper will attempt to solve using this information.   
1.3 Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got 
 This thesis is a comparative study of two verbs, ada and got in Baba Malay and 
Singapore Colloquial English respectively. Similar to their lexifier counterparts, Baba 
Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got share the lexical meaning of possession. 
Their substrate counterpart is Hokkien u. The examples below show how Hokkien u, 
Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got express possession. (Hokkien data 
is registered in this paper without tone diacritics for ease of presentation.) 
HOKKIEN 
(1) gua u he chit (Bodman 1955: 43) 
 I U matches  
 ‘I have matches.’  
        
BABA MALAY 
(2) itu tuan ada satu padang (Goh 1913) 
 that master ADA one field  
 ‘That master has one field.’  
 
SINGAPORE COLLOQUIAL ENGLISH  
(3) you got slides and so on (International Corpus of English  
 ‘You have slides and so on.’ -Singapore) 
 
Prima facie, according to substratist views on the formation of contact languages 
such as creoles (see 2.1.2 and Lefebvre 1998, 1993), the two related lexemes should show 
similar lexical and grammatical properties since Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial 
English share the same substrate. We would expect Baba Malay ada and Singapore 
Colloquial English got to manifest all properties of Hokkien u. However, this prediction 
is not borne out in reality by Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got. One 
crucial difference is presented in examples (4) – (6). 
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HOKKIEN 
(4) gua u khua li zou  
 I U watch you do  
 ‘I am watching you do it.’ 
 ‘I watched you do it.’  
 
BABA MALAY 
(5) saya ada perhatikan lu buat 
 I ADA watch you do 
 ‘I am watching you do it.’ 
 ‘I watched you do it.’  
 
SINGAPORE COLLOQUIAL ENGLISH 
(6) I got watch you do 
 *‘I am watching you do it.’ 
 ‘I watched you do it.’  
 
 
Grammatically, Baba Malay ada proves to be very different from Singapore Colloquial 
English got in that it is used to mark both the progressive and perfective aspects, whereas 
Singapore Colloquial English got is not used to mark the progressive aspect and very 
rarely, the perfective. (The data is examined in further detail for frequency effects in 
Chapters 4 and 5.) Baba Malay ada is alike Hokkien u since it can be used to express 
both the progressive and perfective aspects.   
Why does Baba Malay ada manifest all the features of Hokkien u but not 
Singapore Colloquial English got, even though they share the same substrate? It is the 
aim of this study to offer a rigorous explanation for this phenomenon. It is the hypothesis 
of this investigation that although Hokkien contributes towards the grammar of Baba 
Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got, the influence of their respective 
lexifiers, Malay and British English cannot be underemphasized. The combination of 
both substrate and lexifier grammars gives rise to the unique grammatical properties of 
Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got. Specifically, the system of 
Hokkien u has to be filtered through Malay ada to derive Baba Malay ada, and filtered 
through British English got to obtain Singapore Colloquial English got.  
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In addition, I will also attempt to account for frequency effect, or the rate at which 
a particular feature occurs in Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English. If a 
particular feature is transferred over from Hokkien to both Baba Malay and Singapore 
Colloquial English, does it occur in both contact languages at identical rates, and if not, 
why? This issue will be examined systematically, taking into consideration how the two 
contact languages differ structurally and sociologically.    
The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Chapter 2 introduces and 
rationalizes the theoretical approach as well as the data that will be utilized. Hokkien u 
data is presented in Chapter 3, Malay ada and Baba Malay ada data is presented in 
Chapter 4; British English got and Singapore Colloquial got data is presented in 
Chapter 5. Chapter 6 compares and explains the findings of Chapters 3 to 5 in relation 















 This chapter presents key theories to creole formation including the approach that 
this paper will adopt, and rationalizes the choice of this particular approach.  It also 
introduces the data that will be used for analysis, and the method of analysis in more 
detail.  
2.1 Theories in Creole Formation  
As raised in Chapter 1, why is it that Hokkien u and Baba Malay ada can be used to 
express the progressive aspect, but not Singapore Colloquial English got? Can any of the 
key approaches to creole formation explain this phenomenon satisfactorily? The 
following subsections predict how the progressive aspect might be expressed in both 
Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English according to the individual theories. I will 
demonstrate that these predictions will not be borne out by the data that will be presented 
in Chapters 3 to 5. In order to account for the data, this paper will draw on a systemic 
transfer approach, specifically one in which a lexifier filter constraint has been 
incorporated. The mechanisms of systemic transfer and its interplay with the lexifier filter 
will be explained towards the end of this section. The data analysis in Chapters 3 to 5 will 
corroborate this approach to creole formation vis-à-vis the data.  
2.1.1 The Universalist Approach 
 One of the popular approaches in the field of pidgin and creole studies in the 
1980s and the early 1990s was that of Bickerton’s (Siegel 2008). Bickerton (1981) asserts 
that the organization of language in creoles follows a set of universal rules of language, 
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and that these universal principles are biologically determined. Bickerton calls this the 
‘language bioprogram’.  
 Bickerton (1981) explains that creoles are created abruptly, pointing to language 
acquisition by children of imported plantation labourers and slaves. The parents of these 
children spoke different languages and could only communicate with each other in a very 
limited fashion. Consequently, the children did not have much linguistic material to work 
with, and they would have had to rely on their innate linguistic faculty to develop this 
unstable language into a full- fledged language. Following in the vein of assertions by 
researchers such as Pinker (1994) that human beings are born with an innate linguistic 
faculty, the constraints and principles by which these creoles develop are supposedly 
biologically determined. As Siegel explains, “Universalists claim that creoles display “the 
universal characteristics of human linguistic endowment” (2008: 67). This is known as 
the Language Bioprogram Hypothesis (Bickerton 1981).  
 In support of the Language Bioprogram Hypothesis, Bickerton presents a 
particular list of linguistic features that are presumably found in creoles, but not in the 
languages that precede the creoles (Siegel 2008). The rationale is that these universal 
characteristics are not derived from an ancestor language. With particular regard to 
aspect, Bickerton (1981) states that creoles make use of preverbal free morphemes to 
mark categories of tense, modality and aspect. In terms of progressive aspect marking, 
Baba Malay ada conforms to this principle, because it is a free morpheme that precedes 
the verb it marks (see Chapter 1 and Chapter 4). As follows, if Baba Malay ada and 
Singapore Colloquial English got are analyzed to be analogous, since both express 
possession in their respective languages, progressive aspect in Singapore Colloquial 
English will take the form ‘got V’. This prediction is not borne out in reality. Contrary to 
it, progressive aspect in Singapore Colloquial English takes the form of ‘copula V-ing’.  
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 In reality, the assertion made by Bickerton about how tense, modality and aspect 
are expressed in creoles has been found to be problematic. Siegel (2000) notes that 
Hawai’i Creole uses the form ‘stei V-ing’ (stei: stay) to express the progressive aspect. 
While ‘stei V’ is also found in this creole to mark the habitual aspect, it does not occur as 
frequently as ‘stei V-ing’ does. Bickerton has attributed forms such as ‘stei V-ing’ to 
decreolization, which occurs due to the speakers’ exposure to Standard English (1981). 
This assumes that ‘stei V’ was widely used in the past before Hawai’i Creole was 
influenced by Standard English (Siegel 2008). In response, Siegel (2008) states that there 
are no examples of ‘stei V’ in historical sources, whereas examples of ‘stei V-ing’ 
abound. Similarly, if we are to assume that Bickerton’s linguistic universals hold in the 
case of Singapore Colloquial English, it must be the case that the form ‘got V’ had once 
been used to express the progressive aspect before Singapore Colloquial English became 
heavily influenced by Standard English. However, to my knowledge, there is no known 
historical record of Singapore Colloquial English from 1800s and the early 1900s, and no 
instance of progressive ‘got V’ is recorded in the International Corpus of English- 
Singapore (see Chapter 5). This renders the Language Bioprogram Hypothesis inadequate 
for explaining the Singapore Colloquial English data.  
2.1.2 The Substratist Approach  
 Besides the universalist approach, another popular approach in this field is the 
substratist approach. The substratist view maintains that a creole’s grammar is mainly 
derived from the grammar of its substrate language. The process in which the creole’s 
grammar takes the shape of its substrate is known as transfer or relexification. The term 
‘transfer’ refers to the ‘transfer’ of “L1 (first language) features onto L2 (second 
language)- derived forms” (Siegel 1999, words in parenthesis are mine). Having 
originated as a concept from second language acquisition studies, transfer focuses on how 
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input for the L2 is influenced and therefore changed by the L1 in the learner’s version of 
the L2 (Winford 2003). On the other hand, relexification takes the perspective of L1 
instead of L2, “focusing on how L2 items are incorporated into the learner system as 
labels for L1- derived semantic/functional categories” (Winford 2003: 345). The 
difference in terminology is essentially superficial, since both assume that the “certain 
abstract categories or structures” from L1 are preserved by the “creole creators (or L2 
learners)” with regard to how L2 forms are reinterpreted (Winford 2003: 345).  
 For the purpose of this paper, the theory of relexification will be used, because the 
single notion of transfer itself is still fuzzy. The term ‘transfer’ has been used with 
various interpretations (Winford 2003, Siegel 2008). Siegel states, “it sometimes refers to 
a process and sometimes to the outcome of such a process, and sometimes ambiguously 
to both” (2008: 106). Instead, this section will focus on the Relexification Hypothesis. 
The Relexification Hypothesis was first proposed by Muysken (1981) who studied the 
contact language of Media Lengua in Ecuador. Muysken suggested that Media Lengua 
was formed from Spanish and Quecha via the process of relexification – “the process of 
vocabulary substitution in which the only information adopted from the target language in 
the lexical entry is the phonological representation” (Muysken 1981: 61) The 
Relexification Hypothesis schema has been presented in Lefebvre (1998: 16) as follows.  
                               
 
 
Figure 1. The process of relexification  
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 In the process of relexification, the syntactic and semantic features of a lexeme in a 
substrate lose their original phonological label and are relabeled with a phonetic 
representation from the lexifier. Essentially, relexification can be also thought of as a 
particular kind of transfer, one in which the bundle of syntactic and semantic features are 
carried over from substrate to creole. Crucially, Bao notes that this particular type of 
transfer or relexification as represented in the schema above can only proceed if “the 
semantic properties of the original lexical entry (substrate) overlap with those of its 
counterpart in the lexifier language, which may be a single word or a phrase” (2005: 
254).  
 In that regard, Malay ada and British English got are good candidates for the 
relexification of Hokkien u, since both Malay ada and British English got have the 
semantic meaning of possession, which is similar to Hokkien u (see 1.3). It is thus 
possible that Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got are products of 
relexification – the bundle of syntactic and semantic features of Hokkien u obtains the 
label of Malay ada and British English got in the process. If this is true, Baba Malay ada 
and Singapore Colloquial English got must have the same characteristics as Hokkien u, 
and consequently both will be similar to each other. However, as stated in the earlier 
sections, Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got are not exactly alike. 
Alike Hokkien u, Baba Malay ada can be used to express the progressive aspect, but not 
Singapore Colloquial English got.  
2.1.3 The Superstratist Approach  
 Unlike the substratist approach to creole formation as mentioned above, which 
takes into account components from both substrate and lexifier, the superstratist approach 
is mainly concerned with the lexifier. The Founder Principle, a popular superstratist 
approach, asserts that a creole is a particular variety of its lexifier (Mufwene 2001). It 
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focuses on the plantation stage during which slaves settled into the colonies in great 
numbers. According to Mufwene, creoles originated from the time when slaves having 
come into contact with the lexifier, began making approximations of it (2001). As is 
common in second language acquisition, some approximations comprised imperfect 
replications (Lass 1997, cited in Siegel 2008). As “restructured varieties” containing 
approximations “became the models for some of the newcomers”, creoles diverged more 
and more from the lexifiers (Mufwene 2001: 51). This process is known as 
‘basilectalization’. It has been claimed that this gradual and continuous process 
incorporated changes that are alike normal “developmental patterns” and “commonly 
attested in historical linguistics” (DeGraff 2001, cited in Siegel 2008: 51).  This is the 
conclusion drawn by DeGraff with respect to Haitian Creole (Siegel 2008: 52).   
 With regard to the Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English data then, for 
basilectalization to have taken place in accordance to the superstratist view, it must be 
proven that Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got had evolved following 
the usual course of developmental patterns found in historical linguistics. According to 
DeGraff, this involved the “erosion” of inflectional morphology, among other predicted 
changes” (DeGraff 2001, cited in Siegel 2008: 52). This prediction is problematic for the 
Singapore Colloquial English data. We assume that the form ‘got V’ would suffice for 
indicating the progressive aspect, since its counterpart Baba Malay ada can be used for 
this very purpose when it precedes a verb. This is not the case with Singapore Colloquial 
English.  As introduced earlier, the progressive aspect is expressed as ‘copula V-ing’ in 
Singapore Colloquial English – there is no erosion of inflectional morphology, as would 




2.1.4 Systemic Substrate Transfer and the Lexifier Filter 
 While the above theories on creole formation tend to value particular sorts of 
input over others, or downplay the importance of input, researchers are also making 
progress towards a more inclusive approach. Bao’s systemic substratist explanation of 
how particular systems are transferred over from substrate to creole under the constraint 
of a lexifier filter is one such approach (see Bao 2005). Bao’s notion of transfer follows 
from that of Muysken and Lefebvre’s theory of relexification (see 2.1.2).  
 Bao (2005) notes that the aspectual system of Singapore Colloquial English is 
very much alike that of Chinese, which he uses as a cover term for the Chinese dialects 
spoken by the inhabitants in Singapore – this essentially includes Hokkien, among other 
southern Min dialects. The aspectual system of Singapore Colloquial English is 
“nevertheless not point-by-point identical to the Chinese system” (Bao 2005: 237). 
Certain aspectual categories such as the tentative aspect occur in Chinese, but are not 
found in Singapore Colloquial English. Bao (2005) offers a simple yet logical explanation 
to this phenomenon: The tentative aspect, which highlights the short duration of an event 
(Smith 1991; Li & Thompson 1981; Chao 1968; Wang 1957, cited in Bao 2005), is 
expressed via verbal reduplication in Chinese. For example, ‘zuò-zuò’ (sit- sit) in 
Mandarin means to sit for a while. While verbal reduplication is productive in Chinese, it 
is not a productive morphological device in English (Bao 2005), the lexifier of Singapore 
Colloquial English. Thus, it seems that the lexifier provides a set of stipulations for what 
can and cannot be transferred from substrate to creole, and these stipulations are evidently 
based on morphosyntactic criteria. Bao calls this the effect of the lexifier filter (2005). It 
also appears that the entire aspectual system of Chinese is available for transfer over to 
Singapore Colloquial English. If not for the lexifier filter, all components of this 
aspectual system would have been transferred over and the aspectual system of Singapore 
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Colloquial English would be completely indistinguishable from that of Chinese. In other 
words, transfer is systemic rather than fragmented.  
 The notion of a systemic substrate transfer that is constrained by the lexifier filter 
will be utilized in my bid to explain the development of Baba Malay ada and Singapore 
Colloquial English got. Fundamentally, Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial 
English got are relexified versions of Hokkien ada. Yet, while Baba Malay ada manifests 
all features of Hokkien u, Singapore Colloquial English got does not. It is the claim of 
this paper that this phenomenon can be explained by the lexifier effect. Since both of 
these contact languages share the same substrate, it is reasonable to conjecture that the 
difference can be accounted for by certain characteristics of their individual lexifiers.  
  It is clear from the preceding sections as to why the individual frameworks of the 
universalist approach, the substratist approach and the superstratist approach cannot 
explain for the Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English data on their own. In 
Chapters 3 to 5, the features of Hokkien u, Malay ada, Baba Malay ada, British English 
got and Singapore Colloquial English got will be fully examined, so as to corroborate the 
view that systemic substrate transfer has taken place, constrained by the lexifier filter.  
To my knowledge thus far, studies in the field of creole formation such as the ones 
mentioned above, rely on the analysis of data from individual contact languages, or 
compare data from different contact languages and are less concerned with whether they 
have a substrate or lexifier in common. The latter view is especially taken by the 
universalists who try to establish that common rules underlie the structure of contact 
languages regardless of what their substrate or lexifier might be, or in fact, all languages 
for that matter. This current study can thus offer a fresh perspective. Instead of basing 
inquiry on a single contact language, or on separate unrelated contact languages, it 
attempts to compare two contact languages that share a similar substrate and different 
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lexifiers. It can possibly offer a more encompassing take on the mechanisms underlying 
the structural formation of a creole, and explain why one contact language may manifest a 
certain feature of its substrate, while another might not, even if they share the same 
substrate language. 
For this study, data from Hokkien, Malay, Baba Malay, British English and 
Singapore Colloquial English is used. Its motive is to uncover how the contact languages 
(Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English) are influenced by their common 
substrate (Hokkien), and their respective lexifiers (Malay and British English).  
2.2 Description of Data 
 The following are descriptions of the sets of data that this study utilizes.  
2.2.1 Hokkien u 
With reference to the substrate language of both Baba Malay and Singapore 
Colloquial English, it has been claimed that Amoy Hokkien is closest to the variety of 
Hokkien that is spoken in Singapore (Bodman 1955). Categorized as a southern Min 
dialect, Hokkien is said to share a “universal Chinese grammar” with other dialects such 
as Teochew and Cantonese (Chao 1968, cited in Bao 2005: 238), and is particularly 
accessible to speakers of Teochew (Bodman 1955).  Besides China and Singapore, 
Hokkien is also extensively spoken in Taiwan (Cheng 1985) and other parts of Southeast 
Asia such as Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia (Norman 1988). As noted by Bodman, 
even though the varieties of Hokkien “differ somewhat from place to place”, they are 
mostly mutually intelligible (1955: i). Previously the most widely spoken Chinese dialect 
in Singapore, Hokkien has lost its position of dominance to Mandarin due to the strong 
emphasis given to Mandarin literacy by the local government (Bao 2005).  
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 For the purpose of this paper, I will refer to Nicholas Bodman’s Spoken Amoy 
Hokkien, published in 1955 as a guide to Hokkien in the region of and around Singapore. 
Bodman’s manual was written with the aim of introducing Hokkien as it is spoken. This 
crucially includes insights on how Hokkien u is used. In addition, I will refer to Robert 
Cheng’s 1985 comparative study on Hokkien (which he calls ‘Taiwanese’), Taiwan 
Mandarin and Peking Mandarin, because it makes specific observations of Hokkien u. At 
the time of writing, there is no existence of a Hokkien corpus to my knowledge. There are 
also no novels or other written records of Hokkien as it is mainly a spoken language. 
Thus the most suitable sources of information on Hokkien u are the above-mentioned 
works.  
2.2.2 Malay ada 
Malay is an Austronesian language, more specifically belonging to Malayic of the 
Western Malayo- Polynesian branch (Adelaar 1985). It has been proposed that Malayic 
originated from a location in southwest Borneo and dispersed to various places in the 
region within the past couple of centuries (Adelaar 1985). By the time British colonizers 
set foot in Singapore, Malay had become a lingua franca in the region. In point of fact, 
Marsden (1812) reported that anyone who was interested in trade around the Malayan 
Peninsula was required to negotiate in Malay. At this point, it is also important to note 
that there were actually several varieties of Malay that had emerged. This included High 
Malay, Low Malay, as well as creole varieties such as Baba Malay amongst others. High 
Malay, also known as Literary Malay, was used in legal and religious contexts. (Adelaar 
and Prentice 1996). Besides being the variety of Malay that was used for the purpose of 
trade and administration by the British colonizers in the region, High Malay also evolved 
into the present day varieties used in Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and Singapore (Asmah 
1975, cited in Aye 2005). Low Malay on the other hand, refers to Bazaar Malay, a non-
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native pidgin used mainly in the marketplace around the Malay peninsula and the 
Indonesian archipelago (Aye 2005).   
At this juncture, I postulate that the variety of Malay, which provides for the 
lexifier of Baba Malay, is in reality closer to High Malay rather than Low Malay. There 
are two reasons for this suggestion. Firstly, Low Malay or Bazaar Malay never acquired 
native speakers. Bearing in mind that Baba Malay had initially emerged from 
intermarriages between native Malay speakers and the Chinese, it is only logical that a 
non- native variety cannot be used in the formation of Baba Malay. Next, Baba Malay 
had been also used for the purpose of trade (Lee 2000), alongside High Malay. It 
therefore makes sense that High Malay rather than Low Malay would be more influential 
on Baba Malay. Unsurprisingly, in her dissertation on Baba Malay, Thurgood alluded to 
the variety of Malay documented by early researchers such as Marsden (1812) and 
Crawfurd (1852) – which is in fact High Malay rather than Low Malay. Hence, the term 
‘Malay’, which I have used to denote the lexifier of Baba Malay in previous sections, 
refers mainly to High Malay in the context of this paper.  
To my knowledge, there is no available corpus of Malay that is suitable for use in 
relation to this paper. Corpuses are only available for modern Malay.  I am also unable to 
analyze the use of ada in old novels and books, as they are inaccessible, having mostly 
been written in the Jawi script in the past. I have chosen instead to refer to in-depth 
grammatical descriptions made of the language. As identified by Thurgood (1998), 
Marsden and Crawfurd were two of the most prominent Malay grammarians of the 
nineteenth century. Their grammatical descriptions of Malay – A Grammar of the 
Malayan Language (Marsden 1812) and A Grammar and Dictionary of the Malay 
Language (Crawfurd 1852) – have been referred to as “the great Malay grammar” and 
commended as being “thorough and practical” respectively (Teeuw 1961, cited in 
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Thurgood 1998: 9). The features of Malay ada as described in Chapter 4 will follow from 
Marsden (1812) and Crawfurd’s (1852) descriptions.  
2.2.3 Baba Malay ada 
There is no available corpus of Baba Malay to my knowledge (see 1.2.1 for an 
introduction to Baba Malay). For the purpose of this paper, a novel written in Baba Malay 
will be analyzed. Goh’s 1913 Baba Malay translation of Black Beauty – Si Hitam 
Chantek, originally written by Anna Sewell and published in 1877, is approximately 
83,400 words in length. There are 960 instances of ada in this novel. It is appropriate for 
the purpose as it was written during a period in which Baba Malay was at its prime. The 
term Baba Malay as used in this paper shall thus refer to the variety used in the 1913 
novel.  
2.2.4 British English got 
The variety of English that was brought into Singapore during the era of British 
colonialism was British English (see 1.2.2). Till today, English is taught in school in 
addition to the government- specified ‘mother tongues’, and is used as the official 
medium of education. The Standard English that is taught in school and used for formal 
occasions mostly follows British conventions rather than American conventions, such as 
its spelling rules.  
The British English data to be used in this paper is derived from the International 
Corpus of English (ICE) project. The ICE project was pioneered by Greenbaum in the 
1990s (Greenbaum and Nelson 1996), with the fundamental aim of collecting material for 
the purpose of facilitating comparative studies of English worldwide. The goal was for 
each national corpus to comprise one million words and that all data would be compiled, 
computerized and analyzed in comparable ways. This paper specifically makes use of the 
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private dialogue subcorpus of ICE- Great Britain (ICE-GB), which contains 90 files of 
spontaneous face-to-face conversations and 10 files of distanced telephone conversations. 
Each file contains 2,000 words, adding up to a total of 200,000 words in all. There are 
924 instances of got in this data source and these 924 instances will be analyzed in detail 
for the purpose of this paper. Also, since the aim of investigating British English data is 
to account for Singapore Colloquial English got, only got, which is the past tense form of 
the verb get will be analyzed, thus maintaining consistency across the board. The private 
dialogue portion of the ICE corpus is deemed to be a valuable resource for analyzing how 
the language is used in natural speech environments. Consequently, British English in this 
paper refers to the variety captured by ICE-GB. 
2.2.5 Singapore Colloquial English got 
 The Singapore Colloquial English data that will be used also comes from ICE, in 
particular, the private dialogue subcorpus of ICE- Singapore (ICE- SIN). Similar to ICE-
GB, the private dialogue portion contains 90 files of spontaneous face-to-face 
conversations and 10 files of distanced telephone conversations. The entire private 
dialogue portion of ICE-SIN comprises 200,000 words, with each file containing 2,000 
words. There are 624 instances of got in this data source, which will be analyzed for the 
purpose of this paper. Its present tense form get and other forms such as getting and 
gotten will not be explored since it is only got that has inherited certain properties of 
Hokkien u and not the other forms. Hence, Singapore Colloquial English in this paper 
refers primarily to the variety depicted by ICE-SIN.  
 If and when data from any of the above sources proves to be insufficient in any 
way, I will provide data from my observations of naturally occurring speech and from 
intuitive judgments of native speakers where possible.  
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2.3 Method of Analysis   
 With the exception of Malay and Hokkien data, data from the other languages is 
entered into the lexical analysis software, Wordsmith version 5.0 for Windows 
(developed by the Oxford University Press). This programme enables concordance lists 
of Baba Malay ada, British English got and Singapore Colloquial English got to be 
generated. Each line of concordance is then analyzed for the key feature that ada or got 
expresses, as well as for the distribution frame of ada and got in each case. The frequency 
of use of each feature (type) is also calculated and expressed in percentage in relation to 
the total number of tokens in each concordance. Percentage figures are rounded off to two 
decimal places. 
 Finally, the features of Hokkien u, Malay ada, Baba Malay ada, British English 
got and Singapore Colloquial English got will be compared. The main motive of this 
comparison is (i) to investigate which feature of substrate Hokkien u is not transferred 
over in the individual cases of Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got, 
and (ii) if non-transference can be explained by the morphosyntactic characteristics of 
their respective lexifier counterparts, Malay ada and British English got. The frequency 
of occurrence of each feature of Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got 
will also be contrasted in terms of percentages, in order to examine (iii) if all features 
transferred over from Hokkien u have been transferred over uniformly. The following 










One of the primary lexical meanings of the Hokkien u verb is that of possession. 
Bodman (1955: 43) states that u has the meaning equivalent to ‘have’ in English “when 
personal subjects or actors are involved”. In other words, the NP subject expresses 
animacy in possession type constructions. The relevant tree structure is presented in 
Figure 2, and the corresponding examples in (7).  
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Figure 2. Basic tree structure of possession type construction 
 
 
  NP  Wh  
   Ι  Ι  
    _  _______  
(7) (a) li u sim miq (Bodman 1955: 43) 
  you U  what  
  ‘What have you got?’  
 
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    _________  ______  
 (b) Tan sian si u he chit (Bodman 1955: 43) 
  Tan mister U  matches  





In the above examples, the verb precedes a NP. Note that this is not the only type of 
instance in which this occurs. NP can also follow u in existential and location type 
constructions.  
 
3.2 Existential/ Location 
The tree structure of the existential/ location type construction is similar to that of 
the possession type construction. 
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Figure 3. Basic tree structure of existential/location type construction 
 
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    _____  ________  
(8) (a) e mng u chai kuan (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  Amoy U  restaurants  
  ‘There are restaurants in Amoy.’ 
 
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    _____  _________________  
 (b) e mng  u cit kieng lu tiam (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  Amoy U  one CL hotel  
  ‘There is a hotel in Amoy.’ 
  
The difference between sentences such as those in (7) and those presented in (8) is 
essentially highlighted by Bodman who states that “places or locations are involved” 
(1955: 18) in the type of construction wherein u is used to express the notion of location 
VP 
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in contrast to “personal subjects or actors”. Specifically, the examples in (8) are location 
type constructions.  
Besides the examples above in which there are explicit subjects, u can also be used 
in constructions wherein the subject of the sentence is not expressed, and may or may not 
be inferred. Location is not necessarily expressed in this case.   
   NP  
   Ι  
     ______________  
(9)  u cit e lang  
  U one CL person  
  ‘There is a person.’ 
   
This development is not unrelated to the phenomenon of null subject constructions; null 
subject constructions frequently occur in Hokkien (Deterding 2007). There is no explicit 
subject in (9). Sentences such as (9) do have counterparts in non null-subject languages 
such as English. An English example is provided in the translation of (9). As illustrated in 
this translation, existential clauses are usually formed with a dummy subject in English.  
It is recognized that both possession and location are semantic categories closely 
related to existential constructions, the existential construction being a specific type of 
grammatical structure that expresses “the notion of existence” (Crystal 2008: 170). 
Expanding briefly on this, the possession construction can also be interpreted to express 
the existence of an object belonging in the possession of a “personal subject” if one is to 
use Bodman’s terms. In the same vein, the location construction can be understood to 
denote the existence of  “what there is at a certain place” (Bodman 1955: 18) (italics in 
original). However, for the purpose of this paper, I will treat the possession construction 
as a separate category from the location and existential constructions, and group the 
location and existential constructions together. This is done to preempt any complication 
that might arise from comparison later, since all five languages use either u, got or ada to 
express possession, but not all five languages do the same for existential/ location type 
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constructions – Essentially, British English got is not used in existential/ location type 




Besides NP, u can also precede AP. The relevant tree structure is presented in 
Figure 4, and the corresponding examples in (10).   
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Figure 4. Basic tree structure of copula type construction 
 
 
  NP  AP   
  Ι  Ι   
    __________________  ___   
(10) (a) cit kieng lu tiam u hou bou (Bodman 1955: 61) 
  this CL hotel U  good Neg  
  ‘Is this hotel good?’ 
 
  NP AP  
  Ι Ι  
    __________________ ___  
 (b) cit kieng lu tiam hou bou 
  this CL hotel good Neg 
  ‘Is this hotel good?’ 
    
  NP  AP 
  Ι  Ι 
    __________________  _________ 
 (c) cit kieng lu tiam u cin hou 
  this CL hotel U  very good 
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
     
VP 
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  NP AP  
  Ι Ι  
    _________ __________  
 (d) cit kieng cin hou (Bodman 1955: 61) 
  this CL very  good  
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
 
In both (10a) and (10c), u functions as a copula or link verb. A copula verb does not have 
much semantic meaning on its own, and its main function is to relate elements to each 
other in a clause structure, such as the subject and the complement (Crystal 2008: 84). In 
(10a) and (10c), the copula verb allows the NP cit kieng lu tiam (this hotel) to be 
attributed with the quality of the AP, which is goodness in these instances. However, note 
that (10b) and (10d) seem to suggest that the copula u is actually optional in such 
constructions. The difference between (10a) and (10b), as well as that between (10c) and 
(10d) may lie in that utterances with u seem to place further emphasis on the quality 
encapsulated by the complement. As expounded by Bodman, u stresses that affirmation is 
involved, and emphasizes what there is while its antonymous counterpart bou conveys the 
notion of negation (1955).  The examples in (11a) and (11b) show how bou is used for 
negation in both existential/ location type and copula type constructions.  
 
(11) (a) e mng bou he chia cham (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  Amoy Neg train station   
  ‘There are no train stations in Amoy.’ 
 
 (b) cit kieng lu tiam bou hou (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  this CL hotel Neg good  
  ‘This hotel is not good.’  
 
 (c) gua bou khi he chia cam (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  I Neg go train station  
  ‘I did not go to the train station.’  
  
Besides negating adjectives, bou functions as a more general marker of negation in 
Hokkien. (11c) shows that it is able to negate verbs as well. Also, as noted, whereas bou 
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is used mandatorily to negate both existential/ location and copula type constructions, u is 
only compulsory in existential/ location constructions and not copula ones, as 
demonstrated by the examples in (10c) and (10d).  
 
(10) (c) cit kieng lu tiam u cin hou 
  this CL hotel U  very good 
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
 
 (d) cit kieng cin hou (Bodman 1955: 61) 
  this CL very  good  
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
 
The difference between (10c) and (10d) is the larger degree of emphasis placed on the AP 
when u is used – u affirms that yes, the hotel is very good indeed.  
 Also, since u is a copula, it can be used in the expression of comparatives, as with 
(12b).  
(12) (a) cit kieng lu tiam pi hit kieng khaq hou (Bodman 
  this CL hotel more that  CL Deg good 1995: 148) 
  ‘this hotel is better than that hotel.’ 
 
 (b) cit kieng lu tiam u pi hit kieng khaq hou (Bodman   
  this CL hotel U more that  CL Deg good 1995: 148) 
  ‘this hotel is better than that hotel.’ 
 
Hokkien u functions as a copula and its use in comparatives is an offshoot of this feature. 
In addition, similar to its function as a copula, u is not obligatory in comparatives.  The 
presence of u places further emphasis on the comparison in (12b), expressing that one 
hotel is indeed better than the other in the speaker’s opinion.  
 
3.4 Progressive 
Other than the previous usages, Hokkien u can also function as an auxiliary when it 
occurs before a VP. The tree structure of the progressive VP is shown in Figure 5.    
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   Aux V                     V              XP 
 
 
Figure 5. Basic tree structure of progressive VP 
               
Hokkien u expresses the progressive aspect when it precedes a VP. The 
progressive aspect is imperfective, which means that it “makes explicit reference to the 
internal temporal structure of a situation, viewing a situation from within” (Comrie 1976: 
24). As a specific type of imperfective, the progressive refers to a temporary, continuous 
state (Comrie 1976). The following demonstrate how progressive is conveyed in 
Hokkien. (The notion of rain in the following examples is expressed as a verb – louq ho 
and not a noun – ho.) 
   VP  
   Ι  
   ____________  
(13) (a) cia ia  teq louq ho bou 
  here TEQ rain Neg 
  ‘Is it raining here?’ 
  *‘Did it rain here?’  
  
   VP  
   Ι  
   ________________  
 (b) cia ia u teq  louq ho bou 
  here U TEQ rain Neg 
  ‘Is it raining here?’ 










   VP  
   Ι  
   __________  
 (c) cia ia u louq ho bou  
  here U rain Neg 
  ‘Is it raining here?’ 
  ‘Did it rain here?’  
 
   VP  
   Ι  
   ____________  
 (d) cia ia teq louq ho (Bodman 1955: 118) 
  here TEQ rain   
  ‘It is raining here.’  
  *‘It rained here.’   
 
   VP  
   Ι  
   _______________  
 (e) cia ia u  teq louq ho  
  here U TEQ rain   
  ‘It is raining here.’  
  *‘It rained here.’   
 
   VP  
   Ι  
   __________  
 (f) cia ia u  louq ho  
  here U rain   
  ‘It is raining here.’  
  ‘It rained here.’   
 
 The progressive can be expressed in a number of ways in Hokkien. It can make 
use of the auxiliary teq, the auxiliary u, as well as the combination of u teq. From the 
examples in (13b) and (13e), we might conclude prematurely that u solely plays the role 
of an emphatic marker – it can possibly emphasize the progressivity that teq expresses. 
However, data like that of (13c) and (13f) show that u can function on its own as a 
progressive marker when it precedes another VP. It is also important to note at this point 
that there are two interpretations made available when auxiliary u precedes a VP – the 
progressive and the perfective. The following section illustrates the perfective use of 
auxiliary u.   
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3.5 Perfective  
Besides the imperfective progressive, Hokkien u is also compatible with the 
perfective when it precedes another VP. The perfective VP structure is presented in 
Figure 6, and the relevant examples in (14).  
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Figure 6. Basic tree structure of perfective VP 
 
   VP  
   Ι  
   __________________  
(14) (a) gua khi he chia cham (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  I go train station  
  ‘I went to the train station.’ 
  ‘I go to the train station.’  
 
   VP  
   Ι  
   ____________________  
 (b) gua u khi he chia cham (Bodman 1955: 18) 
  I U go train station  
  ‘I went to the train station.’ 
  ‘I did go to the train station.’  
  *‘I go to the train station.’  
 
Whereas in (14a), the sentence can be interpreted both perfectively and else wise, the 
sentence in (14b) is only compatible with a perfective reading. The notion of perfectivity 
as used in this paper follows from Comrie’s approach to it. The perfective is an aspect 
that “indicates the view of a situation as a single whole, without distinction of the various 
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separate phases that make up that situation” (Comrie 1976: 16). The perfective is thus 
often associated with completed action (Comrie 1976). In (14b), u is used as an auxiliary 
to indicate that the single event of going to the train station has been completed. Besides 
Bodman, Cheng (1985) also notes the perfective use of u in Hokkien. (Note that I am 
following the spelling conventions of Bodman in this paper since his examples are most 
widely used to exemplify Hokkien here. I have thus modified the spelling of Cheng’s 
examples in order to maintain consistency.)  
(15) (a) gu bah li u chiah bou (Cheng 1985: 359) 
  beef you U eat Neg  
  ‘Did you eat the beef?’   
 
 (b) gu bah li chiah boe  (Cheng 1985: 359) 
  beef you  eat not.yet   
  ‘Have you eaten the beef?’   
 
 (c) u, gua u (chiah)  (Cheng 1985: 359) 
  U, I U (eat)   
  ‘Yes, I did (eat).’    
   
 (d) chiah a  (Cheng 1985: 359) 
  eat Asp   
  ‘Yes, I have eaten.’   
 
In his paper, Cheng indicates that (15a) and (15c) are examples of the simple past, while 
(15b) and (15d) are examples of the perfective (1985). It is important to take note of the 
fact that Cheng (1985) interprets the aspectual terminologies differently from Comrie 
(1976), and thus from this paper. Cheng’s use of ‘perfective’ actually corresponds to the 
notion of  ‘perfect’ in Comrie’s literature, more specifically the ‘perfect of result’. The 
perfect comments little on the situation in itself, but relates a state to a preceding 
situation, and the perfect of result refers to the current situation being a result of a past 
situation (Comrie 1976). Note the difference in the following.  
(16) (a) John arrived.  (Comrie 1976:56) 
 
 (b) John has arrived.  (Comrie 1976: 56)  
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In (16b), John is still here, resultant of his having arrived. There is no such interpretation 
in (16a) at all. However, what is similar between both examples is that the event is treated 
as a whole situation that has already been completed. They both express the perfective 
aspect in accordance to how this paper approaches it. In relation to the data in (14) and 
(15) then, inserting auxiliary u before a VP is a way of expressing the perfective in 
Hokkien.  
 Before I round off this section with a summary of Hokkien u features, it is 
necessary to briefly discuss the notion of assertiveness and the use of u as an emphatic 
marker. The use of u as an emphatic marker has been mentioned in the earlier 
subsections. There may be those who do not consider emphasis to be a core syntactic 
feature of u for the following reason. In (17), u can function both as a perfective marker 
or a progressive marker. (17b) can be interpreted to be more emphatic than (17c). The 
difference between both may at first glance appear to lie in the intonation.  
(17) (a) tou loq u loq ho  
  where U rain 
‘Are you sure it rained?’     
‘Are you sure it is raining?’ 
 
 (b) u loq ho  
  U rain 
‘It rained.’     
‘It is raining.’ 
 
 (c) u loq ho ! 
  U rain     ! 
‘It rained!’     
‘It is raining!’ 
 
In (17c), more stress is put on u and ho (rain) in speech. This seems to cause the emphatic 
effect to occur, and the expression is otherwise neutral as with (17b). Yet, consider again 
data such as that of (10c) and (10d), which have been replicated below.  
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(10) (c) cit kieng lu tiam u cin hou 
  this CL hotel U  very good 
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
 
 (d) cit kieng cin hou (Bodman 1955: 61) 
  this CL very  good  
  ‘This hotel is very good.’ 
 
Regardless of intonation, u, which is used as a copula provides additional emphasis in 
(10d). Hence u does have an emphatic quality. However, this emphatic quality is not a 
central feature of u since it occurs secondarily when u is used as a copula or as an 
aspectual verb as demonstrated in (17). I will return to the discussion of tou loq u as 
demonstrated by (17a), in 5.2 where I introduce its Singapore Colloquial English 
equivalent, where got.  
3.6 Summary of Hokkien u features 
 There are two main types of features of Hokkien u that have been identified in this 
section.  
Feature Frame 
Possession u NP 
Existential/ Location u NP 
Copula u AP 
Progressive  u VP 
Perfective u VP 
 
Table 1. Summary of Hokkien u features    
 
On its own, it expresses possession, existential/ location, and can be used as a copula. As 




MALAY ADA AND BABA MALAY ADA 
  
4.1 Malay ada 
The following sub-sections describe the features of ada in Malay, which is the 
lexifier of Baba Malay. This description of Malay ada is derived mainly from Marsden 
(1812) and Crawfurd’s (1852) accounts of Malay grammar.  In his dictionary entry of 
ada, Crawfurd states that it indicates “[t]o be; to exist; to have, to possess; to happen, to 
come to pass; have in its sense of an auxiliary; being, particular state or condition” 
(1852). Using Marsden’s examples mostly, I will explore these features in detail. 
4.1.1 Possession  
 Both Marsden (1812) and Crawfurd (1852) note that ada is used for the purpose 
of expressing possession. The relevant tree structure is that of Figure 2, which has been 
presented in 3.1.              
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    ____________  _____________________  
(18) (a) bagi       patek ada permata sa   -biji (Marsden 1812: 58) 
  servant   your ADA precious stone one -CL  
  ‘Your servant has a precious stone.’   
 
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    _______  ____________________________  
 (b) raja itu ada s’orang anak  -nia  perempuan (Marsden 
  king that ADA one-CL child -his female 1812: 58) 
  ‘That king had one daughter.’  
 
Similar to Hokkien u, Malay ada can be used to indicate possession of an NP object when 
the NP subject has the property of animacy. In (18a), the subject possesses a precious 
stone, and in (18b), the subject possessed a daughter. Note that alike Hokkien, tense is not 
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specified explicitly in these examples, as Malay makes use of context and time adverbials 
for temporal interpretation (Marsden 1812).  
4.1.2 Existential/ Location   
 Next, Malay ada is able to express existential/location, similar to Hokkien u. The 
basic existential/ location structure follows that of Figure 3 in 3.2, except that unlike 
Hokkien u, a PP indicating location is usually fronted instead of a NP.  
    NP   
    Ι   
     ___________  
(19) (a) ada s’orang raja (Marsden 1812: 58) 
  ADA one-CL king  
  ‘There was a king.’   
 
  PP  NP   
  Ι  Ι   
    __________  _____   
 (b) de    - mana ada rumah (Marsden 1812: 58) 
  Prep- where ADA house  
  ‘Where is the house?’  
 
  PP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    __________  _____________________  
 (c) de    - rumah ada permata sa   -biji 
  Prep- house ADA precious stone one -CL 
   ‘There was a precious stone in the house.’   
 
In all the examples above, ada precedes a NP, which indicates the object that is in 
existence. (19a) shows ada being used to express “the notion of existence” in general 
(Crystal 1985: 170), while (19b) and (19c) demonstrate how ada expresses the existence 






4.1.3 Copula   
 The above features of Malay ada are available when the verb precedes a NP. Ada 
can also precede an AP when it is used as a copula, or link verb. The tree structure is 
similar to that of Figure 4 as presented in 3.3.  
  NP  AP   
  Ι  Ι   
    __________  ____   
(20) (a) rumah ini ada baik  
  house this ADA good  
  ‘This house is good.’   
  
Similar to Hokkien u, Malay ada can be used as a copula that links a NP subject together 
with an AP complement. In the case of (20), ada attributes the quality of goodness to the 
subject rumah (the house).  
 Alike Hokkien u, the copula ada is not obligatory. Marsden demonstrates this 
with the following example, in which AP precedes NP instead.    
  AP NP   
  Ι Ι   
    _____ ___________   
(21)  puteh kuda raja (Marsden 1812: 38) 
  white horse king  
  ‘The king’s horse is white.’  
 
In addition, Malay ada can also be used in comparatives since it is a copula, but is not 
mandatory (see 3.3). 
(22) (a) ayar itu lebih manis deri-pada gula 
  water that more sweet than sugar 
  ‘That water is sweeter than sugar.’  
 
 (b) ayar itu ada lebih manis deri-pada gula 
  water that ADA more sweet than sugar 
  ‘That water is sweeter than sugar.’  
 
While Hokkien uses pi to indicate the comparative notion of ‘more than’ as with (12), 
Malay uses forms such as lebih … deri-pada (Marsden 1812: 38). Similar to Hokkien u in 
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(12b), ada in (22b) also has an emphatic effect, emphasizing that the water is decidedly 
sweeter than sugar. 
 
4.1.4 Progressive  
 Unlike Hokkien u however, Malay ada is not used to mark the perfective. Marsden 
(1812) and Crawfurd (1854) state that the auxiliaries, telah and sudah are used for those 
purposes. Yet, Hokkien u and Malay ada are not that different in terms of aspectual 
interpretation. Marsden states that when ada is employed as an auxiliary, “it is equivalent 
to a participle of the present tense” (1812: 58). He provides the following examples.  
   VP   
   Ι   
     _____________   
(23) (a) orang ada makan (Marsden 1812: 58) 
  people ADA eat  
  ‘The people are eating.’ 
 
   VP   
   Ι   
     ______________   
 (b) kanak-anak ada bermain (Marsden 1812: 58) 
  children ADA play  
  ‘The children are playing.’ 
 
Essentially, ada is used to indicate the progressive aspect in Malay. The relevant 
progressive VP tree structure is that of Figure 5 in 3.4. Recall that the progressive is a 
particular imperfective aspect, which typically refers to a temporary, continuous state 
(Comrie 1976. See 3.4).  As demonstrated in (23), the progressive aspect is expressed 
when the auxiliary ada precedes another VP. 
 
4.1.5 Summary of Malay ada features 
The features of Malay ada as discussed in the sub-sections above are presented in 
the following table.   
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Feature Frame 
Possession ada NP 
Existential/ Location ada NP 
Copula ada AP 
Progressive  ada VP 
 
Table 2. Summary of Malay ada features    
 
Malay ada possesses both lexical and auxiliary functions. On its own, it expresses 
possession, existential/ location, and can be used as a copula. As an auxiliary verb, ada 
indicates the imperfective progressive aspect.  
4.2 Baba Malay ada 
Having discussed its lexifier counterpart Malay ada, this section describes the 
features of Baba Malay ada. As indicated in 2.2.3, Baba Malay in this section refers to 
the variety used in Si Hitam Chantek, a translation of Black Beauty written by Goh Hood 
Keng in 1913. Examples used in the sub-sections below have thus been obtained from 
this source. Investigation carried out on the 960 instances of ada that occur in this book 
reveals the following.  
4.2.1 Possession 
 Hokkien u and Malay ada share several features in common, and unsurprisingly, 
these features have been transferred over to Baba Malay ada. One of these common 
features is that of possession. Comparable to both Hokkien u and Malay ada, Baba Malay 
ada expresses possession when it is preceded by an animate subject NP and followed by 
another NP object. The corresponding tree diagram (Figure 2) is available for reference in 
3.1. Baba Malay examples featuring possession are presented in the following.  
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  NP  NP   
  Ι  Ι   
    ___________  ____________   
(24) (a) itu   tuan ada satu padang  
  that master ADA one field  
  ‘That master has one field.’  
  
  NP  NP 
  Ι  Ι 
    _____________  _____________________________________ 
 (b) Tuan Bloomfield ada banyak anak perempuan dan anak lelaki 
  Mr. Bloomfield ADA many daughters and sons 
  ‘Mr. Bloomfield had many daughters and sons.’ 
  
In (24a), ada allows the sentence to express that the master is in possession of a single 
field, while in (24b), ada indicates the possession of children. This feature of possession 
accounts for 92 tokens out of 920 instances, or 9.58% of the total number of sentences 
analyzed.   
4.2.2 Existential/ Location 
 Other than possession, Baba Malay ada also shares the existential/ location 
feature that both Hokkien u and Malay ada have in common. Existential/ location 
constructions in Baba Malay take the forms found in the following examples.  
   NP   
   Ι   
     _________________________   
(25) (a) ada satu budak jaga kebun  
  ADA one boy guard garden  
  ‘There is a boy guarding the garden.’ 
 
  PP  NP 
  Ι  Ι 
    ____________________  __________________ 
 (b) di satu sebelah ada rumah-rumah tinggi  
  Prep. one side ADA houses tall  
  ‘There are tall houses at one side.’  
 
 Example (25a), which denotes existence, has equivalents in both Hokkien and 
Malay (see 3.2 and 4.1.2). (25b) is more specifically a location type construction that is 
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similar to the Malay ada location construction, wherein the verb is preceded by a PP (see 
example 19c in 4.1.2). Alike both Hokkien u and Malay ada existential/ location 
constructions, Malay ada precedes a NP in both examples. This existential/ location 
feature of Baba Malay ada accounts for 220 tokens out of 960 instances, or 22.92% of the 
total number of ada sentences analyzed.  
4.2.3 Copula  
 Next, when Baba Malay ada precedes an AP, it functions as a copula. This feature 
is also characteristic of Hokkien u and Malay ada. Please refer to Figure 4 in 3.3 for the 
corresponding tree structure. The examples below illustrate this usage of Baba Malay 
ada. 
  NP  AP   
  Ι  Ι   
    ___________  ______   
(26) (a) itu   jalan ada  lurus  
  that road ADA straight  
  ‘That road is straight.’  
 
  NP  AP  
  Ι  Ι  
    _______________  __________________  
 (b) itu   batu-batu ada besar dan tajam  
  those stones ADA big and sharp 
  ‘Those stones are big and sharp.’ 
 
  NP  NP  
  Ι  Ι  
    ______  __________________  
 (c)  budak ada kita punya musuh  
   boy ADA we Poss enemy 
  ‘The boy is our enemy.’ 
 
 
Similar to Hokkien u and Malay ada, Baba Malay ada functions as a link between NP 
subject and AP complement. However, unlike both Hokkien u and Malay ada, copula use 
of Baba Malay ada can be extended to constructions involving NP objects, as shown in 
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(26c). Hokkien uses si for the copular purpose of linking up two NPs (Bodeman 1955); 
Marsden notes that in Malay, “[t]he connexion of the words with each other is ascertained 
partly from their own nature, and partly from their relative position” (1812: 101). 
Nonetheless, this extension in Baba Malay is not surprising since structurally, the verb 
ada is recognized to precede NPs in possessive and existential/ location type 
constructions. 
 In relation to copula uses, I had discussed the uses of Hokkien u and Malay ada in 
comparatives for emphatic effect earlier (See example 6. in 3.3 and example 16. in 4.1.3). 
It is interesting to note that whereas Hokkien u and Malay ada are optional in the 
comparative construction, Baba Malay ada is not. The following are examples of Baba 
Malay comparative constructions. 
 
(27) (a) semua dia-orang itu ada lebih tua daripada saya 
  all people     those ADA more big than I 
  ‘All those people are bigger than me.’ 
 
 (b) satu anak perempuanya ada sama besar seperti Misi Jessie 
  one daughter -Poss ADA same big as Miss Jessie 
  ‘One daughter is as big as Miss Jessie.’  
 
 
Similar to Malay (Marsden 1812), Baba Malay also uses lebih…daripada in the 
comparative construction to indicate ‘more…than’. 
 In all, copula type constructions make up for 299 tokens out of 960, or 31.15% of 




 Other than the features that have been discussed in the previous subsections, Baba 
Malay ada is also used as an auxiliary verb with two different functions. The first of these 
is that of the progressive. As discussed in 3.4 and 4.1.4, both Hokkien u and Malay ada 
can express the progressive aspect when they are used as auxiliary verbs. Hence, it is 
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inevitable that Baba Malay ada also possesses this feature. Please refer to 3.4 for this 
paper’s treatment of the progressive aspect and to Figure 5 in the same section for the 
corresponding progressive VP tree structure. The following examples illustrate how Baba 
Malay ada is used as a progressive auxiliary verb.  
   VP  
   Ι  
     __________________________  
(28) (a) dia ada rasa sikit susah  
  he ADA feel little troubled  
  ‘He was feeling a little troubled.’  
 
   VP  
   Ι  
     ______________________________________________  
 (b) saya ada makan saya punya makanan diam-diam 
  I ADA eat I Poss. food quietly 
  ‘I was eating my food quietly.’  
 
 
In both examples, ada indicates a continuous, temporary state of action, hence the 
progressive aspect. The progressive aspect feature accounts for 150 tokens out of 960, or 
15.63% of the total number of Baba Malay ada sentences that have been studied.  
 
4.2.5 Perfective 
Whereas the progressive aspect is a feature shared by both substrate and lexifier 
languages, the following auxiliary usage of the perfective aspect stems mainly from the 
use of Hokkien u in a comparable manner (see 3.5). Malay on the other hand, uses telah 
and sudah for the same purpose (Marsden 1812, Crawfurd 1854) – telah is used strictly 
for the perfective, while sudah is used to express the perfect. The perfective as mentioned 
in 3.5 refers to completed action viewed as a single whole while the perfect is more 
specifically one that associates a certain state to a prior situation (Comrie 1976). Also, 
recall that this paper treats the perfect as a type of perfective – the perfect fulfils the 
criteria for being perfective since the perfect views the given situation as a completed 
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whole, and does not pay “essential attention to the internal structure of the situation” 
(Comrie 1976: 16). In relation to Baba Malay, the following examples illustrate that 
which is strictly perfective as well as the perfect.  
   VP 
   Ι 
     __________________ 
(29) (a) lu ada kena luka ? 
  you ADA get hurt ? 
  ‘Did you get hurt?’  
 
   VP  
   Ι  
     _________________________  
 (b) Tuan ada puji sama dia 
  Master ADA praise with him 
 
  ‘The master had praised him.’  
 
   VP  
   Ι  
     __________________________________  
 (c) dia sudah pergi dekat itu tempat  
  he already go near that place  
  ‘He had already been near that place.’  
        
From the examples above, it is clear that Baba Malay ada is used to express the 
perfective in its strict sense, while sudah is used to indicate the perfect, similar to Malay. 
This differs from Hokkien u, which can be used in both scenarios (see 3.5). In all, the 
perfective feature of Baba Malay ada as illustrated by (29a) and (29b) accounts for 114 
tokens out of 960, or 11.88% of the total number of ada sentences studied. As ada can 
also be used as an auxiliary verb to indicate the progressive (see 4.2.4), care was taken to 
ensure that in these 114 instances, the action being described is indeed completed, and not 
continuous. 
4.2.6 Negation  
 In addition to the features explored in the earlier sections, the tak ada 
phenomenon deserves mention. Recall that Hokkien u has a negative counterpart in bou, 
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which functions as a general negation marker in the language (see 3.3). In the case of 
Baba Malay, this role is played by tak ada. This is derived from the Malay form tidak 
ada, tidak being a general marker of negation indicating “no” or “not” (Crawfurd 1854: 
192). In the Baba Malay data studied, tak is found to mostly co-occur with either ada or 
boleh. While tak boleh has a fixed meaning of ‘cannot’, tak ada can express negation of 
all the features discussed of Baba Malay ada thus far and more. Observe the following 
(30) (a) itu kuda tak    ada orang chaing -nya  
  that horse TAK ADA people ride    -Poss.  
  ‘That horse does not have anyone riding him.’  
 
 (b) tak ada lain orang dekat situ 
  TAK ADA other people near there 
  ‘There is no one near there.’ 
 
 (c) saya tak ada rosak   
  I TAK ADA spoilt   
  ‘I am not spoilt.’  
 
 (d) dia tak ada bergerak    
  he TAK ADA move    
  ‘He is not moving.’  
 
 (e) saya tak ada balik dan lari 
  I TAK ADA return and run 
  ‘I did not return and run.’  
 
 (f) saya tak   ada gigit kalau dia-orang baik   kepada saya 
  that TAK ADA bite if they good  Prep. me 
  ‘I will not bite if they are good to me.’  
 
 (g) dia tak ada patut mesti  balik di situ 
  he TAK ADA should must return Prep. here 
  ‘He definitely must not return here.’  
 
Apart from negation of possession, existential/ location, copula, progressive and 
perfective type constructions, as with (30a) to (30e), tak ada is a general marker of 
negation, which can be used to negate other types of constructions. In cases such as (30f) 
and (30g), ada does not contribute any meaning to the construction on its own, since the 
conditional and the deontic are not known to be features of ada.  
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 There are 333 tokens of tak ada constructions, comprising 34.69% of the total 
number of sentences analyzed. 85 of these tokens, or 8.85% of the total number of 
sentences is accounted for by constructions wherein ada does not serve any role of its 
own. Note that the frequency counts of the other features of Baba Malay ada that have 
been identified in the earlier subsections also include negation constructions such as those 
highlighted in examples (30a) to (30e).   
4.2.7 Summary of Baba Malay ada features  
 The features of Baba Malay ada that have been established are presented in the 
table below.  
Feature Frame  Frequency of feature 
in percentage 
Number of 
tokens (total: 960) 
Possession ada NP 9.58% 92 
Existential/ Location ada NP 22.92% 220 
Copula  ada AP/ NP  31.15% 299 
Progressive ada VP 15.63% 150 
Perfective  ada VP 11.88% 114 
Negation  




and the perfective)  
tak ada VP  
(examples 24f and 
24g)   
8.85% 85 
 
Table 3. Summary of Baba Malay ada features    
 
As a lexical verb, Baba Malay ada is found to have the features of possession, existential/ 
location and the copula. As an auxiliary verb, ada expresses the progressive and the 
perfective.  Finally, tak ada has also been identified to be a general marker of negation.  
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CHAPTER 5 
BRITISH ENGLISH GOT AND SINGAPORE COLLOQUIAL ENGLISH GOT 
  
5.1 British English got 
 British English got, the lexifier equivalent of Singapore Colloquial English got, is 
commonly viewed as the past- tense form of get. As indicated in 2.2.4, the features of 
British English got that will be listed are those found in the ICE-GB. Thus, examples 
used in this section have all been obtained from ICE-GB.  
5.1.1 Possession 
 Alike Hokkien u, British English got can be used to express possession lexically. 
This is the main reason that has been provided as to why got had been chosen for the 
relexification of Hokkien u (See 2.1.2). Furthermore, a preliminary analysis of British 
English get as it occurs in ICE-GB shows that it is never used to indicate possession. 
Instead possession is expressed mainly by have got (have has the characteristic of being 
an auxiliary indicating the perfect in English). From this account, we can understand why 
the form got is preferred over its basic, present tense counterpart get for the relexification 
of Hokkien u.  
 British English got expresses possession when it is followed by a NP. As 
highlighted in 3.1, the subject is also usually a NP that has the property of animacy. The 
tree structure of the possession type construction is presented in Figure 2 of 3.1. The 
examples in (31) demonstrate this.    
  NP              NP 
    Ι           Ι 
                       ___       ____________ 





  NP                   NP 
   Ι                   Ι 
  __    _____________ 
 (b) He’s got a face like a fish.  
 
 
In (31a), the speaker asks if the interlocutor is in possession of the NP white wine, and in 
(31b), the speaker asserts that a third person possesses a particular appearance. Possession 
type constructions of this sort account for 47.08% or 435 tokens out of the 924 instances 
of British English got investigated.   
5.1.2 Obtain/ Receive  
 Besides possession, the verb got can also denote to obtain or receive when it 
precedes a NP. Similar to possession, the subject that precedes this verb is usually an 
animate NP. This stems from got being the past-tense form of the verb get, which 
primarily means to obtain or receive. The tree structure of the obtain/ receive construction 
is presented in Figure 7 below and examples of obtain/ receive constructions featuring got 
follow in (32). 





                                                                 
  
          
  
  
   NP                           V              NP 
 
 




                       NP               NP 
    Ι        Ι 
           ___                ___ 
(32) (a) There were some that got a C.  
 
 
      
VP 
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           NP                  NP 
  Ι             Ι 
   _           _____________ 
 (b) I haven’t got any gingerbread yet.  
 
 
The line between possession and obtain/ receive can be rather fuzzy. To obtain or receive 
an item is to come into possession of it. Clearly, the possession interpretation available in 
the past tense form of got has its origins in get’s meaning of obtain/ receive – possession 
derives from the act of obtaining or receiving a particular item in the past.  However, it is 
not possible to conflate them into one category for the following reasons. Firstly, it is 
possible to possess a particular item or quality without having to obtain or receive it, such 
as one’s appearance as with the data in (31b). Next, it is also important to keep both 
categories separate for the purpose of comparison since unlike British English got, 
Hokkien u, Malay ada and Baba Malay ada are used in the expression of possession, but 
cannot convey the meaning of obtain/ receive. For the reason above, British English data 
had to be approached with extra caution. When analyzing individual utterances, I 
registered the feature of got as obtain/ receive only when it was evident from the context 
given that the act of obtaining or receiving was being discussed. The data in (32a) occurs 
in the context of a discussion on grades that some students had obtained. In (32b), the 
speaker is talking about not having received gingerbread. Such obtain/ receive type 
constructions account for 194 tokens out of 924, or 21.00% of the British English got 
data. 
5.1.3 Cause/ Become/ Move/ Reach 
 Other than possession and obtain/ receive type constructions, British English got 
can precede an Adv, AP, NP, PP or VP to express cause, become, move or reach. In these 
instances, got functions as the past-tense form of the verb get which expresses these 
meanings. The scenarios described then are typically completed events. I have conflated 
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them into a single category since they all involve change, whether in a physical or 
abstract way. It is also possible to group these related meanings together since none of 
them exist on their own separately as a feature of Hokkien u, Malay ada or Baba Malay 
ada. Examples of this particular type of got follow Figure 8, which demonstrates its basic 
VP structure. 
        VP 
   
 
 
            
            V               XP/X 
 
Figure 8. Basic tree structure of cause/ become/ move/ reach type construction 
 
 
            VP 
             ∧ 
               Adv 
      Ι 
                         ____ 
(33) (a) They would never have got back into it. 
 
 
                                    VP 
              ∧ 
         AP 
           Ι 
   ________ 
 (b) All got very upset. 
 
 
                                     VP 
             ⁄     ∧  
              NP   AP 
     Ι  Ι 
        __ ________ 
 (c) He got me interested. 
  
 
                                             VP 
                        ∧ 
        VP 
           Ι 
              ______________     






               VP 
              ∧ 
                     PP 
            Ι 
         _______ 
 (e) We got to London. 
 
   
In (33a), when got is followed by an Adv, it expresses an abstract movement – getting 
back into a particular activity. In the case of (33b), when got precedes an AP, got takes on 
the meaning of to become. Another way of conveying (33c), in which got precedes a NP 
would be to say, “He made me interested.” Got in this instance is to cause something to 
happen to someone or something. When got precedes a VP, as with (33d), it means to 
come to. Thus, examples (33a) to (33d) express abstract movement or change towards 
certain stances or states. This differs from the last example in this subsection. As 
demonstrated by (33e), when followed by a PP, got indicates physical movement towards 
a particular location. 
 Got constructions that express cause/ become/ move/ reach, such as the ones 
exemplified above make up for 151 tokens out of 924, or 16.34% of the total number of 
British English utterances studied.  
5.1.4 Passive  
 The next feature is in some way similar to the cause/ become/ move/ reach type of 
construction. Observe the data below.  





                                                                   
  
          
  
  
   Aux V                     V              XP 
 
Figure 9. Basic tree structure of passive VP 
VP 
  52 
          VP 
            Ι 
                     ________         
(34) (a) Someone else got married. 
 
 
             VP      
    Ι 
     ___________ 
 (b) I got sent home.  
 
 
At first glance, the data in both (34a) and (34b) seem to take the passive form. 
Passivization occurs when the patient of an active sentence that originally corresponds to 
the object is promoted to subject in a passive sentence (Kroeger 2004: 57). Consequently, 
the agent of the active sentence is demoted from subject to passive oblique. (35a) 
represents an active sentence, and (35b), its passive counterpart. The changes that take 
place in their argument structure due to the process of passivization are reflected in the 
argument structure diagram in (36).  Note that the oblique argument is optional.  
(35) (a) Mary beat John.   
               
  agent        patient 
  SUBJ       OBJ  
 
 (b) John was beaten (by Mary). 
          
  patient       agent 
  SUBJ                   OBL 
 
 
(36) (a) beat <agent, patient> Active   (Kroeger 2004: 57) 
                          
    SUBJ  OBJ 
 
 (b) be beaten <agent, patient> Passive 
            




From the above description of what passivization entails, (34b) is a good passive 
form. (34b) is replicated below as (37b) and its plausible active counterpart is produced 
as (37a). The argument structure changes from (37a) to (37b) are mapped in (38).  
 
(37) (a) John sent me home    
              
  agent     patient 
  SUBJ       OBJ  
 
 (b)    I got sent home (by John).  
            
  patient           agent 
  SUBJ            OBJ 
 
 
(38) (a) sent <agent, patient> Active    
                           
    SUBJ   OBJ 
 
 (b) got sent <agent, patient> Passive 
            
      (OBL) SUBJ  
 
 
(34b)/ (37b) is thus a passive construction, wherein got functions as a passive marker. 
However, the same cannot be said of (34a), replicated below as (39b) and modified below 
in (39c). 
(39) (a) John married someone else.  
 
(b) Someone else got married. 
 
(c) Someone else got married by John.   
 
 
When we attempt to insert an oblique into (39b) as done in (39c), the meaning conveyed 
is not the same as the supposed active counterpart sentence produced in (39a). My 
explanation for this phenomenon is that although married takes the external form of a 
verb, it actually functions as an adjective. Married indeed fits the traditional frame of an 
adjective, since sentences such as John is a married man are perfectly plausible. Instead 
of being a passive marker, got in (34a)/ (39b) has the feature of cause/ become/ move/ 
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reach as described in 5.1.3 earlier. Someone else got married entails that someone else 
became married.  
 With the above considerations in mind, got as a passive marker only accounts for 
5 tokens out of 924, or 0.54% of the British English data studied, possibly for the reason 
that the verb be is more commonly associated with being a passive marker in British 
English.   
5.1.5 Deontic modality 
 Finally, British English got can be used to convey mood, expressing a concept 
equivalent to deontic ‘must’. This is shown in the following set of examples.  





                                                                   
  
          
  
  
   Aux V                     V              XP 
 
 
Figure 10. Basic tree structure of deontic mood VP 
             VP 
               Ι 
              ___________________________        
(40) (a) We’ve got to make these concerts happen.  
 
 
       VP      
               Ι 
         _______________________ 




In both (40a) and (40b), got occurs after the auxiliary have to express the meaning of 
deontic modal must. This feature is found in 139 tokens out of 924, or 15.04% of the total 
number of British English utterances analyzed.  
 5.1.6 Summary of British English got features 
 The features of British English got as identified in the above exercise have been 
listed in the following table.  
Feature Frame Frequency of feature 
in percentage 
Number of 
tokens (total: 924) 
Possession got NP  47.08% 435 
Obtain/ Receive got NP 21.00% 194 
Cause/ Become/ 
Move/ Reach 
got Adv/ AP/ NP/ 
PP/ VP 
16.34% 151 
Passive  got VP 0.54% 5 
Deontic modality  got VP 15.04% 139 
 
Table 4. Summary of British English got features    
 
Lexically, British English got is used to express possession, obtain/ receive and cause/ 
become/ move/ reach. Syntactically, British English got is a passive marker and expresses 
the deontic mood. It is least often used as a passive marker, and most often used to denote 
possession.  
5.2 Singapore Colloquial English got 
 Having discussed both its substrate counterpart, Hokkien u in Chapter 3 and its 
lexifier counterpart, British English got in 5.1, this section explores the functions of 
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Singapore Colloquial English got, which have been documented in previous efforts by 
researchers such as Teo (1996), Teh (2000) and Bao (2004).  
Teo (1996) identifies the following features of Singapore Colloquial English got in 
her Honours thesis: When the verb got is used before a NP, it is capable of indicating 
possession, existence and ‘received’ or ‘obtained’. When it is followed by a verb, Teo 
(1996) asserts that it can mark the present and past habitual if the appropriate time 
adverbial is provided, the emphatic, as well as the passive if the verb that follows got is in 
the {-en} form. In addition, Teo (1996) states that got can precede an AP in non-
declarative sentences, and notes in relation to this phenomenon, the particular occurrence 
of where got, which she considers to be unique and different from other WH-questions 
formed with got. This particular use of the seemingly formulaic where got deserves 
mention and is demonstrated in the following example.  
(41) A: That girl is pretty. (Teo 1996: 61) 
 B: Where got pretty? 
             ‘I don’t think she is pretty. 
 
 
Teo asserts that where got in the above functions as a challenge. In fact, Teo notes the 
existence of a similar form in Hokkien, tou loq u (Teo presents it as dolo u – it has been 
modified here to follow the conventions of Bodman 1955) and based on this observation, 
claims that this points to a strong influence from the Hokkien substrate (1996). (See 3.5 
for my previous discussion of tou loq u.) Teo provides the following Hokkien example to 
substantiate her claim.  
 
(A is told that his shorts are dirty.) 
(42) A: tou loq u  la sam?  (Teo 1996: 75) 
  Where  U  dirty? 
             ‘I don’t think it’s dirty.’ 
  ‘I don’t think it’s dirty, but show me where it is anyway?’  
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Contrary to Teo (1996) and in line with my argument presented towards the end of 3.5 
where u in tou loq u was analyzed to be a perfective and progressive marker, this paper 
does not treat tou loq u as a distinctive feature of Hokkien u. Besides u, tou loq can also 
collocate with other auxiliaries such as e (‘will’). 
(43) A: tou loq e       lai ?  
  Where  will   come    ? 
  ‘I don’t think (he) will come.’  
From (43), it seems that tou loq u does not function as a challenge, but rather, the 
challenge interpretation may accompany tou loq. Thus, u in (42) has to be analyzed as an 
existential/location marker (see 3.2). The translation of (42) belongs to Teo (1996).  
Notice that besides indicating the speaker’s attitude, she also points out the speaker’s 
intention of finding out where the dirt is on his shorts. Hokkien u occurs after tou loq 
(where) as an existential/ location marker in this example. Similarly, in the case of where 
got in (41), it is possible to rephrase Where got pretty as Where is the evidence that she is 
pretty? I will thus treat got in where got as an existential/ location marker in these 
examples, since the sentence only becomes a “challenge” as Teo (1996) calls it, when it is 
accompanied by an intonation that indicates a challenge – for example, when it is 
amplified in volume.  
 Besides Teo (1996), both Teh (2000) and Bao (2004) also contend that got is 
heavily influenced by the Chinese system. Teh indicates two main uses of got – as an 
existential marker, and as past marker when it is followed by a verb (2000). Bao’s 
treatment of got within the aspectual system of Singapore Colloquial English is not 
dissimilar as a marker that emphasizes the perfective (2004). The perfective would 
necessarily suggest that the situation being discussed is one that has been completed, 
which entails that it had occurred in the past (see 3.5 for a discussion on the perfective 
aspect). However, it is more reasonable to treat got as a perfective marker rather than a 
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past tense marker as it has been well recorded that Singapore Colloquial English uses 
time adverbials, such as “yesterday, tomorrow, etc.” to indicate tense (Ansaldo 2004: 
136). The same goes for Hokkien (Bodman 1955), which is the substrate language of 
Singapore Colloquial English.  
 It is clear from the above that Singapore Colloquial English got does not lack 
documentation. Nonetheless, I deem it necessary to do a separate corpus analysis, so as to 
be able to approach the data and hence this study systematically. In this way, I can ensure 
that the Singapore Colloquial English data is rendered suitable to be directly compared 
with the Baba Malay data. As previously indicated in 2.2.5, the features that will be listed 
are those found in ICE-SIN. Likewise, the examples that will be used to demonstrate 
these features have been obtained from ICE-SIN. The findings of this analysis follow.  
5.2.1 Possession  
 Alike both its substrate and lexifier equivalents, Singapore Colloquial English got 
is able to indicate possession when it precedes the NP object. An animate subject NP is 
also required in the construction in order to express possession. Examples exemplifying 
this feature of got are presented below.    
     NP                  NP 
   Ι   Ι 
  ___        ____________ 




  NP                  NP 
   Ι    Ι 
  ___   _____________ 
 (b) You got slides and so on.  
 
 
The corresponding possession type tree structure is available for reference in Figure 2 of 
3.1. In (44a), the speaker asserts that he is in possession of the NP high standards, and in 
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(44b), the speaker comments that his interlocutor possesses the NP slides and so on. Note 
that whereas British English got expresses possession when it is mainly preceded by the 
auxiliary have (see 5.1.1), possession in Singapore Colloquial English can be expressed 
with both have got and got on its own, as with examples (44a) and (44b).  Possession type 
constructions of this sort make up for 253 tokens out of 624, or 40.54% of the total 
number of Singapore Colloquial English utterances studied.  
5.2.2 Existential/Location 
 Other than possession, Singapore Colloquial English got also has the feature of 
existential/ location, similar to its substrate equivalent, Hokkien u. Please refer to Figure 
3 in 3.2 for the tree structure that typifies this construction.  
                NP   
     Ι  
          ______  
(45) (a) Got museum meh 
  GOT              Part. 
  ‘There is a museum?’  
 
 
    NP                           NP 
      Ι                  Ι        
 _____           _____________________ 
(b) Beach  got    a lot of those Ang Mo Lang  
             GOT                    Caucasians  
 ‘There are a lot of Caucasians on the beach.  
 
It is noted that alike Hokkien, null subject constructions like that of (45a) are common in 
Singapore Colloquial English (Deterding 2007). In (45a), the speaker questions the 
existence of a museum, while in (45b), the speaker states the existence of many 
Caucasians at a particular location – on the beach. Existential/ location type constructions 
like the ones above comprise 61 tokens out of 624, or 9.78% of the total number of 
Singapore Colloquial English got utterances analyzed.  
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5.2.3 Copula 
 Besides the NP, Singapore Colloquial English got can also be followed by the AP. 
As mentioned in 5.2, Teo (1996) states that got is able to precede the AP in the case of 
non-declaratives. The following data shows that got can function as a copula in 
declaratives as well.  
         NP                AP 
           Ι      Ι 
             _________         ___ 
(46) Your house got   nice lor.  
                    GOT        Part. 
 ‘Your house is nice.’  
 
 However, there is only one instance of this copula use of got in ICE-SIN, and it 
accounts for 0.16% of the total number of got utterances studied. A preliminary 
investigation of ICE-SIN shows that the English verb be is most often used as a copula in 
Singapore Colloquial English, and this may explain for the usage trend observed.   
 
5.2.4 Receive/ Obtain  
 The next two lexical features of Singapore Colloquial English got have been 
derived from British English got. The first of these is the meaning of receive/ obtain. The 
basic tree structure of this type of construction is presented in Figure 7 of 5.1.2. Data 
exemplifying this particular use of Singapore Colloquial English got is presented in the 
following.  
                             NP 
            Ι 
         ____ 
(47) (a) Got a job.  
  
          
            NP             NP 
   Ι         Ι 
   _      ____________ 




As discussed in 5.1.2, this particular use of got arises from it being the past-tense form of 
British English get. In (47a), a null subject construction, the speaker expresses that he has 
obtained employment and in (47b), the speaker indicates that he has received an extra 
ticket from someone. Receive/ obtain type constructions like these account for 111 tokens 
out of 624, or 17.79% of the data studied.  
5.2.5 Cause/ Become/ Move/ Reach  
 The next lexical meaning of British English got which has been retained in 
Singapore Colloquial English got is that of the collective group of cause/ become/ move/ 
reach.  Please refer to 5.1.3 for the relevant tree structures.                     
               Adv 
          Ι 
                                     ____ 
(48) (a) She got back to me. 
 
 
          AP 
           Ι 
      _____ 
 (b) They got fed up. 
 
 
            NP          AP 
              Ι    Ι  
          _________  ____  
 (c) I’ve got the presents ready. 
  
 
           VP 
                    Ι 
               ______________________     
 (d) We got to know about their projects.  
 
 
         PP 
         Ι 
                                 __________ 
 (e) I got to the tracks. 
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The utterances above all express movement or change, whether physical or abstract. In 
(48a), the speaker expresses that someone has reverted back to him in the sense of an 
abstract movement. In (48b), the speaker indicates that a group of people had become 
angry. Got in (48c) expresses a notion more similar to cause – the speaker had caused the 
presents to become ready.  The example in (48d) indicates an abstract change, in which 
the speakers moved from having no knowledge of an issue to having knowledge of it. 
Finally (48e) expresses physical movement towards a location indicated by the PP. These 
cause/ become/ move/ reach type constructions comprise 77 tokens out of 624, or 12.34% 
of the total number of Singapore Colloquial English got utterances analyzed.  
 Having discussed the lexical meanings of Singapore Colloquial English got, the 
following three subsections cover its various uses as an auxiliary verb.   
5.2.6 Passive 
 Similar to British English got, Singapore Colloquial English got is able to express 
the passive. Please refer to 5.1.4 for a discussion on this paper’s treatment of 
passivization, and to Figure 9 for the relevant passive VP tree structure. The use of the 
passive auxiliary got is demonstrated in (49). 
            VP 
              Ι 
              ______         
(49) (a) Customer got paid. 
  ‘The customer was paid.’ 
 
                  VP      
              Ι  
        ____________________________ 
 (b) He got chased away a number of times.  
  ‘He was chased away a number of times.’ 
 
           VP      
             Ι 
        ______ 
 (c) He kena hit. 
        Pass. 
  ‘He was hit.’ 
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                                     VP      
      Ι 
          ________ 
 (c) *He kena paid.  
          Pass. 
  ‘He was paid.’ 
Compare the use of the passive marker got in (49a) and (49b) with kena in (49c) and 
(49d). Whereas got can be used to express adverse and non adverse types of situations, 
the use of kena, which is a productive passive marker in Singapore Colloquial English, is 
restricted to describing adverse states of affairs. Kena is a word derived from Malay, 
which means to come into contact with or to strike. It has been postulated that Singapore 
Colloquial English kena is derived from Hokkien tioh, which has similar lexical 
meanings (Ansaldo 2004). Not surprisingly, Chinese passives, including Hokkien 
passives, are generally acknowledged to be adversive (Bao and Wee 1999). Note however 
that Malay does not use kena as a passive marker – passive in the variety of Malay that 
this paper is interested in (High Malay) takes the form of ‘telah V’ (Marsden 1812).  
  It has also been noted that the kena passive marker is the most productive passive 
marker in Singapore Colloquial English (Bao and Wee 1999). This, coupled with the fact 
that the got passive is not very productive in British English (See 5.1.4), may account for 
why the passive feature only accounts for 9 tokens out of 624, or 1.44% of the total 
number of Singapore Colloquial English got utterances investigated.    
 
5.2.7 Deontic modality  
 Besides its function as a passive auxiliary marker, Singapore Colloquial English 
got also derives its deontic modality feature from British English got (see 5.1.5). The 
deontic mood VP tree structure is reflected in Figure 10 of 5.1.5. The utterances below 
demonstrate this feature.  
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                          VP 
                     Ι 
          _______________________________        
(50) (a) You’ve got to revamp the whole thing again.  
 
 
         VP      
                 Ι 
               _______ 
 (b) So you’ve got to.  
 
 
In (50a) and (50b), the deontic mood is set by the speakers’ inclusion of have got to, the 
difference being that in (50b), the utterance is elliptical, and the verb is excluded on the 
assumption that the interlocutor knows what must be done. Deontic mood got accounts 
for 107 tokens out of 624, or 17.15% of the total number of utterances identified for this 
study.  
5.2.8 Perfective   
 The final feature of Singapore Colloquial English got that has been identified is 
that of the perfective. Unlike the previous two auxiliary uses, this function of got has not 
been derived from British English got, since British English got is not used as a perfective 
marker. Instead, this feature of got is transferred over from Hokkien u, which can be used 
as a perfective marker Please refer to 3.5 for a discussion on the perfective aspect and to 
Figure 6 for its representative VP tree structure. The examples below illustrate the 
perfective use of the auxiliary got.  
                         VP 
             Ι 
     _____________ 
(51) (a)  I just got purchase. 
  ‘I have just purchased (this).’  
 
 
            VP 
      Ι 
          _______________ 
 (b)  You got go Underwater? 
  ‘Did you go to the Underwater World (a theme park in Singapore)?  
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          VP 
      Ι 
          _____________ 
 (c)  You go Underwater? 
  ‘Are you going to the Underwater World?’ 
  ‘Did you go to the Underwater World?’ 
 
In (51a), got indicates that the single event of purchasing an item has been completed in 
the past, hence conveying the perfective aspect. (51b) differs from(51c) in that (51c) does 
not include the use of auxiliary got. While (51c) can be interpreted to either express the 
progressive or the perfective, got in (51b) helps to narrow down the meaning of the 
utterance so that it can only be interpreted to be perfective.  Note that this is different 
from Hokkien u, which is able to express both the progressive and the perfective. The 
perfective type construction, which is exemplified by (51a) and (51b) account for only 5 
tokens out of 624, or 0.80% of the total number of Singapore Colloquial English got 
utterances analyzed. Recall that the perfective aspect accounts for 11.88% of the total 
number of Baba Malay utterances studied. Why has the perfective aspect not been 
transferred over uniformly from Hokkien u to Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial 
English got? I will explain this phenomenon in the next chapter.  
5.2.9 Summary of Singapore Colloquial English got features  
 The features of Singapore Colloquial English got as discussed in the earlier 






Feature Frame Frequency of feature 
in percentage 
Number of 
tokens (total: 624) 
Possession got NP 40.54% 253 
Existential/ Location got NP 9.78% 61 
Copula got AP 0.16% 1 
Receive/ Obtain  got NP 17.79% 111 
Cause/ Become/ 
Move/ Reach   
got Adv/ AP/ NP/ 
PP/ VP 
12.34% 77 
Passive got VP 1.44% 9 
Deontic modality  got VP 17.15% 107 
Perfective   got VP 0.80% 5 
 
Table 5. Summary of Singapore Colloquial English got features    
 
 On its own, Singapore Colloquial English got conveys possession, existential/ 
location, receive/ obtain and cause/ become/ move/ reach. As an auxiliary verb, it 
functions as a passive marker, a deontic mood marker and a perfective marker. Singapore 
Colloquial English got is most often used to indicate possession and least often used as a 
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 The key findings of the comparison between Hokkien u, Malay ada, Baba Malay 
ada, British English got and Singapore Colloquial English got are as follows:  
i) Any feature that is shared by both lexifier and substrate will be transferred over to 
the product of their contact.  This is true of Baba Malay ada in relation to its 
features of a) possession, b) existential/ location, c) copula and h) progressive, as 
well as of Singapore Colloquial English got in relation to its feature of a) 
possession. 
 ii) Any feature that is found solely in the lexifier form is retained in the corresponding 
contact language form. The British English features of d) receive/ obtain, e) cause/ 
become/ move/ reach, f) passive and g) deontic modality can also be found in 
Singapore Colloquial English got.  
iii)  Any feature that is found solely in the substrate form may or may not manifest in 
the creole. Singapore Colloquial English got manifests the Hokkien u features of (b) 
existential/ location, c) copula and i) perfective. The h) progressive, on the other 
hand, can be expressed by Hokkien u, but not by Singapore Colloquial English got.*  
iv)  In terms of frequency of occurrence, features are not transferred uniformly from 
substrate to creole. This paper will not comment on the frequency of occurrence of 
features in relation to their usage profiles in both substrate and lexifier since there is 
no available frequency data of Hokkien u and Malay ada. However, the i) 
perfective feature, which has been transferred over from Hokkien u to both Baba 
Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got regardless of the fact that it is not                                                         *  (Note that while I have studied the occurrence of Baba Malay tak ada because it features the 
lexeme ada, I am not able to discuss why there is no equivalent form in Singapore Colloquial 
English for the reason that tak ada with its j) general negation feature can be interpreted as a 
relexified version of bou, the negation marker in Hokkien. In-depth investigation of the negation 
markers in these five languages is required to explain this phenomenon.)   
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a feature of their lexifier equivalents, does not manifest equally in both creoles. 
While it accounts for 11.88% (114 tokens) of the total number of 960 Baba Malay 
ada sentences studied, it makes up for only 0.80% (5 tokens) of the total number of 
624 Singapore Colloquial English utterances analyzed.  
v) It can also be observed that in Singapore Colloquial English, got features that stem 
solely from Hokkien u are less often used than features that have been derived from 
both Hokkien u and British English got, and features that have been retained from 
British English got. The b) existential/ location, c) copula and i) perfective features 
are least often used, respectively accounting for 9.78% (61 tokens), 0.16% (1 token) 
and 0.80% (5 tokens) of the total number of 624 instances of Singapore Colloquial 
got analyzed. There is no corresponding trend in Baba Malay. The only substrate 
Hokkien u feature not found in its lexifier equivalent, Malay ada that Baba Malay 
ada manifests is that of the i) perfective. It comprises 11.88% (85 tokens) of the 
total number of 960 instances of Baba Malay ada analyzed, occurring more 
frequently than a) possession constructions that make up for 9.58% (92 tokens) of 
these instances. The feature of a) possession is shared by substrate, lexifier and 
creole.  
The following sections attempt to explain the trends observed in (iii), (iv) and (v). 
When is a feature from the substrate not transferred over to the creole, and why are 
features not transferred over comparably in terms of usage profiles?  
6.2 Relexification and the Lexifier Effect   
This paper accounts for why the progressive aspect feature is not transferred over 
from Hokkien u to Singapore Colloquial English got by employing the notion of a 
systemic substrate transfer that takes place under the constraint of a lexifier filter (see 
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2.1.4). A systemic substrate transfer would entail that the entire system of Hokkien u is 
relexified as Singapore Colloquial English got – All the features of Hokkien u should thus 
manifest in Singapore Colloquial English got. However, this is not what happens in 
reality. As noted in the section above, Singapore Colloquial English got is not able to 
convey the progressive aspect, unlike Hokkien u. This occurs because systemic substrate 
transfer is subjected to the constraint of the lexifier filter. The lexifier filter functions as a 
sieve, making it impossible for the transfer of substrate features that violate the 
morphosyntactic properties of the lexifier form to take place.  
The lexifier form of British English got has one important characteristic.  
Morphologically, when British English got occurs on its own, without being preceded by 
auxiliary have and without preceding any verb as an auxiliary, it functions elementarily as 
the past- tense form of the verb get and thus can only be interpreted perfectively (see 
5.1.2 and 5.1.3). On this account, the imperfective aspect does not pass through the 
lexifier filter and is not transferred from Hokkien u to Singapore Colloquial English got 
since it is not harmonic with the perfective morphological form of British English got. 
Imperfectivity in Singapore Colloquial English is instead associated with the British 
English progressive form is getting. The other features of Hokkien u do not violate the 
morphosyntactic criteria that have to be met for relexification and are all transferred over 
to Singapore Colloquial English got. This includes the transfer of the existential/ location, 
copula, and perfective aspect features. This situation can be contrasted with that of Baba 
Malay. In the case of Baba Malay, when the lexifier form of Malay ada is used on its own 
to convey lexical meanings, it is not marked for any particular tense or aspect (see 4.1.1). 
Thus, substrate transfer does not take place under the constraint of the same lexifier filter 
that restricts transfer of the imperfective aspect. In addition, since the lexifier form of 
Malay ada is not marked for tense or aspect, the perfective feature of Hokkien u can be 
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relexified with the Malay label ada and manifests as a feature of Baba Malay ada. This 
contrast further substantiates that the manifestations of Hokkien u in these creoles are 
resultant of the lexifier effect.  
Apart from the features that have been transferred over from their substrate 
counterpart, Hokkien u, both Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got also 
retain all features of their respective lexifier counterparts, Malay ada and British English 
got.  
 The next issue to resolve then is that of the uneven usage profile.  
6.3 Prestige and Frequency of Occurrence 
As highlighted in the preceding sections, both Baba Malay ada and Singapore 
Colloquial English got can be used to express the perfective aspect, even if this feature is 
not found in their lexifier counterparts, Malay ada and British English got. This occurs 
because perfective Hokkien u is harmonic with British English got and Baba Malay ada. 
Nonetheless, Singapore Colloquial English got is much less often used to convey the 
perfective aspect than Baba Malay ada. There is no explicit structural reason for this 
occurrence, and I will explain this phenomenon by appealing to sociological reasons.    
 The creoles Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial English differ in terms of 
prestige. As established in 1.2.2, Singapore Colloquial English is perceived as a 
corrupted, imperfect language by many of its own speakers – the use of Standard English 
is deemed proper and promoted over the use of Singapore Colloquial English by the 
Singaporean government. On the other hand, Baba Malay speakers had perceived Baba 
Malay as a prestigious and refined language, preferring it to other varieties of Malay (see 
1.2.1). Consequently, it is highly possible that even though relexification of perfective 
Hokkien u had taken place, Singapore Colloquial English speakers prefer to use British 
English perfective forms, which are also available in Singapore Colloquial English. A 
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preliminary survey of a single file in ICE-SIN (the first file in the private dialogue 
subcorpus) shows 20 instances of the form ‘V-ed’ being used to express the perfective. 
Perfective got is far less robust with only 5 tokens identified out of the entire subcorpus, 
which comprises 100 files, accounting for 0.80% of the total number of Singapore 
Colloquial English utterances analyzed.  The use of Baba Malay ada is not affected by 
such negative perceptions of it and its use as a perfective marker is thus more robust than 
Singapore Colloquial English got at 114 tokens, which accounts for 11.88% of the total 
number of Baba Malay sentences studied.   
 A similar explanation may account for the copula use of Singapore Colloquial 
English got. Got as a copula, is only used once in the entire private dialogue subcorpus of 
ICE-SIN, comprising 0.16% of the total number of utterances studied. I do not treat this 
data as anomalous since authors such as Teo (1996) have also noted that the form ‘got 
AP’ does exist. Instead, copula Singapore Colloquial English got ultimately loses the 
competition to British English be, which is far more commonly attested to in ICE-SIN, 
for the possible reason that copula got would otherwise mark the speakers distinctly as 
Singapore Colloquial English speakers. At this point, it appears that if a Singapore 
Colloquial English feature had been derived solely from Hokkien, speakers would try to 
avoid it and use an alternative form that is also available in British English. Hence, we 
would expect to find that Singapore Colloquial English got is seldom used to express 
existential/ location as well, considering that this feature is solely derived from Hokkien 
and not found in British English.   
The existential/ location got construction is indeed among one of the three least 
commonly found constructions. However, there are 61 tokens of existential/ location got 
in the data analyzed, as opposed to 1 token identified for the copula feature and 5 tokens 
identified for the perfective feature. I postulate that this occurs due to the fact that the 
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existential/ location frame ‘got NP’ is significantly used in British English. Possession 
and receive/ obtain constructions that are characterized by the same frame ‘got NP’ 
account for 68.08% of all the instances of British English got analyzed. This number 
would have been even higher if I had included instances of ‘got NP’ used for the purpose 
of expressing cause/ become/ move/ reach (This feature utilizes other frames as well. See 
5.1.3). The frame ‘got NP’ is thus preferred since it alludes to the standard language more 
so than ‘got AP’ which accounts for 50 tokens out of 924, or 5.41% of the total number of 
British English got instances (‘got AP’ exists within the category of the cause/ become/ 
move/ reach feature.) 
 From the preceding arguments, it is clear that the frequency trends in the 
Singapore Colloquial English data can be accounted for by the notion of prestige. 
Specifically, Singapore Colloquial English is perceived as being less prestigious in 
relation to a standard variety such as its lexifier, British English, and speakers prefer to 
use British English- derived alternatives to forms and frames which had been entirely 
derived from the substrate, Hokkien. Baba Malay, on the other hand was viewed as being 
more superior to its lexifier language – speakers did not face the same concern and the 
usage profile of Baba Malay ada does not appear to exhibit a preference on the speakers’ 
part for lexifier- derived alternatives to forms solely derived from Hokkien.  
However, to be able to comment on the matter of usage profiles in more depth, 
frequency data from Hokkien will be required, since the reasoning above does not take 
into account substrate influence. Frequency data from Hokkien would allow an evaluation 
of how the interaction between both substrate and lexifier frequency profiles affects that 
of its creole. In addition, if Malay frequency data is available, comparing the frequency 
counts of the lexemes in both lexifiers and both creoles would give a good general idea of 
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the lexifier’s extent of influence on the creole since the substrate would function as a 






















The main aim of this comparative study was to systematically account for the 
differences in the manifestations of substrate Hokkien u’s features in its creole 
counterparts, Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got, especially in 
relation to the roles played by their respective lexifiers equivalents, Malay ada and 
British English got. This objective has been met through a thorough cross-linguistic 
comparison of Hokkien u, Malay ada, Baba Malay ada, British English got and 
Singapore Colloquial English got. 
This paper found that Baba Malay ada exhibits the full range of Hokkien u 
features, but not Singapore Colloquial English got. Examination of Singapore Colloquial 
English got establishes that unlike Hokkien u and Baba Malay ada, it is not able to 
express the progressive aspect, and is rarely used to express the perfective aspect. Using 
the notion of a lexifier filter, I have accounted for why Singapore Colloquial English got 
is unable to express the progressive aspect. The progressive meaning of Hokkien u is not 
harmonic with the perfective morphological form of British English got, and thus cannot 
be transferred over to Singapore Colloquial English got during the relexification of 
Hokkien u. In contrast, Baba Malay ada is able to express all features of Hokkien u.  The 
same lexifier filter is not relevant to the process of systemic substrate transfer from 
Hokkien u to Baba Malay ada, since in its basic form as a lexical verb, Malay ada is not 
marked for any tense or aspect. This divergence in trend further reinforces the argument 
that systemic substrate transfer is constrained by the lexifier filter. 
The perfective aspect of Hokkien u is not a feature of both Malay ada and British 
English got. However, it is a feature of both Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial 
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English got, since it is harmonic with the morphosyntactic forms of both Malay ada and 
British English got. Investigation into the frequency profiles of the features of Baba 
Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got show that this feature has not been 
transferred over from Hokkien u uniformly. Baba Malay ada is more often used to 
express the perfective aspect than Singapore Colloquial English got. I have related this 
phenomenon to the sociological statuses of Baba Malay and Singapore Colloquial 
English. Baba Malay had been viewed as a prestigious language by its speakers during its 
heyday, while Singapore Colloquial English is perceived by its speakers as being an 
inferior variety of English. Consequently, as opposed to Baba Malay speakers, Singapore 
Colloquial English speakers prefer to use Standard English forms to express the 
perfective aspect since it is also available to them.  
This paper could have been improved if there was primary data available for 
Hokkien and Malay so that the frequency profiles of Hokkien u and Malay ada could 
have been mapped and compared with that of Baba Malay ada, British English got and 
Singapore Colloquial English got. At present, without the needed primary data, I have not 
been able to comment extensively on how the frequency profiles of features in both 
substrate and lexifier may affect the corresponding usage profiles in the creoles. In 
addition, although I have obtained the frequency profiles of features of both lexifier and 
creole forms in the case of Singapore Colloquial English, a more informed evaluation of 
how the frequency profile of British English got affects that of Singapore Colloquial 
English got can be made if we take into consideration its interactions with a similar count 
of Hokkien u. Another way around this problem would be to obtain a frequency count of 
Malay ada. If a frequency profile of Malay ada is available, the frequency profiles of 
Baba Malay ada and Singapore Colloquial English got can be contrasted with that of their 
lexifier counterparts. This will enables us to observe how the lexifier’s frequency profile 
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affects that of its creole since the substrate functions as a constant. Issues such as these 
can be addressed by the comparative method that I have utilized in this paper if the 
relevant data is made available.  
For the purpose of further elucidation, the comparative method utilized is one 
wherein two creoles that share the same substrate language and different lexifier 
languages are contrasted. As demonstrated by the results of this paper, this method allows 
us to examine the extent of influence from the lexifier language since the substrate 
language of both creoles functions as a constant factor – the structural variables that were 
investigated came from the two different lexifier languages. In fact, the methodology that 
has been utilized will be able to further advance other questions in the field of creole 
studies. 
The contact languages studied in this paper, Baba Malay and Singapore 
Colloquial English are both creoles formed by speakers who had comparable exposure to 
both substrate and lexifier. There would have been little obstruction to exposure of both 
component languages in the creation of Baba Malay since intermarriages of Hokkien and 
Malay speakers had been a crucial factor in its formation. In the case of Singapore 
Colloquial English, English education had been vital in its formation. Similarly, in this 
scenario, we can assume that the Hokkien speakers’ exposure to English had not been 
impeded. This begs the question of what happens in the case of creoles that had been 
formed by speakers who had less exposure to one of the component languages. Would the 
lexifier effect still hold if the speakers had imperfect access to the lexifier during the 
process of creole formation? Questions such as these are important, and can shed light on 
the nature of second language acquisition and creole formation, and should be addressed 
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